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Abstract
Children’s undeveloped social, emotional, and behavioral skills have long been a concern
in early childhood classrooms. Numerous studies have illuminated how therapy dogs in
pedagogical settings support children’s holistic development, yet there is scant data on
the integration of therapy dogs into the early childhood classroom. This study was guided
by the progressive education theory and the concept of the human-animal bond, which
collectively lay the foundation for how young children develop critical life skills in the
presence of a therapy dog. A qualitative collective case study was used to examine how 3
early childhood educators used therapy dogs and viewed the support these dogs provide
for the social, emotional, and behavioral development of children. Two educators from
three Indiana public schools and 1 educator from an Indiana independent early education
program participated in semi-structured interviews on their use of therapy animals in
early childhood classrooms. Classroom observations, children’s artifacts, and researcher
field notes were used to triangulate the data. A within-case analysis was conducted for
each site, followed by a cross-case analysis for comparisons and generalizations. Three
themes resulted: a therapy dog (a) is an innovative teaching tool; (b) supports children’s
social, emotional, and behavioral development; and (c) enhances children’s experiences.
It is expected that these findings may give program administrators and early childhood
educators the mechanics of effective therapy dog practices. Knowing the mechanics of
therapy dog usage in the classroom and understanding the potential outcomes for young
children, administrators and educators could build on this process, develop a more
effective plan for their own program, or opt out of a therapy dog program entirely.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction
The ability of young children to do tasks, such as understand and control their
emotions, to behave according to social norms, and to manage daily complex situations,
is an absolute necessity in life, according to the Collaborative for Academics, Social, and
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2015), and LeBel and Chafouleas (2010). Because
legislators put unnecessary pressure on educators to focus on academic mastery and the
need to compete in a global economy (National Association for the Education of Young
Children [NAEYC], 2015; U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2015), educators
often overlook the curricular components that are needed to balance academics and
fundamental development (Opre, Buzgar, & Dumulescu, 2013). Without developed
regulatory faculties, a sampling of risks facing children include academic failure, a higher
likelihood of drug experimentation and sexual participation, academic failure, and an
inability to make and retain meaningful friendships (CASEL, 2015). Though this list is
not exhaustive, it is a sobering indication of the ramifications of undeveloped social,
emotional, and behavioral skills.
Helping to develop children’s self-regulatory skills requires the use of a holistic
education that prepares children for both personal and academic success. Selecting
teaching components that support the development of the whole child depends on
variables such as available resources, the educator’s knowledge of the chosen resource,
and the educator’s personal	
  preference. One teaching component that has become
commonplace in nursing homes, mental health institutions, healthcare facilities, libraries,
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and more recently in courtrooms and in pedagogical settings where they are used to
support children’s emotional stability is the use of therapy dogs (Friesen, 2010; Jalongo,
2005; Arkow, n.d.; Stern & Chur-Hansen, 2013). But, little research is available on how
educators use therapy dogs and view the support these dogs have on children’s social,
emotional, and behavioral development during the formative years of their development.
Louis and Wahlstrom (2011) asserted that the entire learning community, led and
supported by the school’s principal, must come together to form a collective group of
innovators who not only implement best practices, but also use resources and knowledge
efficiently. The use of a therapy dog in the early childhood classroom is a novel idea, yet
the numerous benefits discovered for children in primary through college classrooms, the
elderly, the ill, the physically impaired, and the emotionally troubled provide a backdrop
for examining how therapy dogs could benefit even the youngest learners. This study
describes how therapy dogs were integrated into the early childhood routine and how
educators perceived the support therapy animals provided for children’s interpersonal and
intrapersonal development.
The background section of this chapter explains the issues of children’s
undeveloped social, emotional, and behavioral acuity, and the ramifications when those
skills are not refined at an early age. The benefits of welcoming a therapy dog into the
classroom to support children’s holistic development during the most critical
developmental years is also addressed. The motive for conducting this study is given in
the problem statement and purpose sections, followed by the guiding questions answered
through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, children’s artifacts, and
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researcher field notes. The progressive education theory and the human-animal bond
(HAB) concept are addressed next, followed by the parameters of the study, including
definitions, limitations, scope and limitations, and assumptions. The contributions of this
study are identified in the significance section.
Background
It is expected that children will enter pre-kindergarten and early elementary
classrooms with diverse experiences, recollections, and cultural influences, yet children’s
environment and personal circumstances are the basis for the distinct variances in social,
emotional, behavioral, and academic variances (NAEYC, 2015). Calkins and Keane
(2009) noted that the environment can positively or negatively influence the extent of any
individual’s choice, behavior, or action. Consequently, disruptive disturbances that arise
from external influences on children with the inability to manage life’s complex
situations include verbal maltreatment, violent tantrums, and physical abuse to self and
others, which educators claim to be the most common problem found in early education
programs (Tiano & McNeil, 2006).
Equally dispiriting are internal conflicts that prevent children from making wise
decisions, empathizing with others, or adapting in social situations (CASEL, 2015). The
number of children unable to control their emotions and actions continues to rise steadily,
becoming the common denominator in young children’s developmental needs throughout
the United States (DeAngelis, 2010; LeBel & Chafouleas, 2010; Stoiber, 2011; Durlak,
Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Tiano & McNeil, 2006; WebsterStratton, Reid, & Hammond, 2001). According to Gilliam (2005), the expulsion rate in
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preschool is 3.2 times greater than that in K-12, confirming the need for prevention and
intervention support systems at the earliest stage of structured education.
Because the primary purpose of early education is to ready children for school
and life, it is considered a “disservice to young children when they are unready for
kindergarten because of difficulties regulating their emotions and behavior, forming
friendships, and following adult directives” (Gilliam, 2005, p. 13). Early childhood
educators should embrace the integration	
  of more effective practices to foster children’s
social and emotional skills, which could ultimately lead to less challenging behaviors (p.
13). The increasing severity and frequency of disruptive behaviors in early childhood
classrooms have prompted educators across the United States to seek teaching strategies
that enhance their curriculum and support equity between academic success and personal
growth. By focusing on all developmental domains and not just academic attainment,
educators are better able to help children overcome challenges that stem from
undeveloped social and emotional skills (LeBel & Chafouleas, 2010; Opre et al., 2013).
In essence, finding and using the most appropriate resource necessitate that
administrators and educators plan to meet each individual’s needs in the early childhood
classroom (Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011). Some early childhood programs use only one
intervention and some use multiples. Here are three examples:
§   Whole-school support systems (Steed, Pomerleau, Muscott, & Rohde,
2013; Benedict, Homer, & Squires, 2007; Carter, Norman, & Tredwell,
2011; Hemmeter, Fox, Jack, & Broyles, 2007)
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§   Parent and family engagement strategies (Lakes, Vargas, Riggs, Schmidt,
& Baird, 2011)
§   Therapy dogs as a second educator (Anderson & Olson, 2006; Daly &
Suggs, 2010; Arai, Ohtani, & Ohta, 2011)
Determining which intervention is most appropriate depends on available resources, the
educator’s knowledge of the selected resource, and the desire to make a permanent and
definitive change in children’s personal skill development.
The consideration that therapy dogs have been used more extensively in primary
through post-secondary settings since the turn of the century is a creative strategy that can
address the root of the problem and help children realize their academic and personal
potential (Friesen, 2009; Mills & Hall, 2014; Chandler, 2011). The shift to involve
therapy dogs in cross-curricular education has steadily increased in classrooms
throughout the United States for several reasons (Chandler, 2011; Daly & Suggs, 2010).
Dogs have an innate ability to
§   Reduce the negative effects of familial, scholastic, and personal instabilities
(Mills & Hall, 2014)
§   Improve mood and social responsiveness (Geist, 2011; Goddard & Gilmer,
2015; School of the 21st Century, 2002; The Pet Savers Foundation, 2012)
§   Provide an unconditional and unwavering source of companionship and love
(Mills & Hall, 2014; Daly & Suggs, 2010)
§   Build self esteem, and to inspire children to learn empathy, respect, and care
for the natural world (Szecsi, Barbero, Del Campo, & Toledo, 2011; Friesen
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& Delisle, 2012; Pillow-Price et al., 2014; Uttley, 2013; Shaw, 2013; Gee et
al., 2010; Daly & Suggs, 2010; Beetz, 2013)
§   Intrinsically motivate young children to want to learn, to socialize with others,
and to engage in group activities (Gee, Church, Altobelli, 2010; Daly &
Suggs, 2010; Friesen, 2009; Friesen & Delisle, 2012; Fisher & Cozens, 2014;
Pillow-Price, Yonts, & Stinson, 2014)
However, there is a gap in literature on the use of therapy dogs in early education and
primary grades to help the youngest learners define their critical life skills.
Identifying how therapy dogs are used to help children reach developmental
goals, and understanding educators’ views on the support therapy dogs provide to young
children, present an opportunity for educators to build on the use of therapy dogs in their
classrooms. It is through therapy dogs’ multifaceted, understated abilities that educators
have the opportunity to teach children holistically, and to help them build critical life
skills that can ultimately enable them to realize personal and academic successes
throughout life.
Problem Statement
Therapy dogs have proven to be effective resources for all developmental
domains in educational venues from primary grades to post-secondary classrooms (Gee,
Church, Altobelli, 2010; Daly & Suggs, 2010; Friesen, 2009; Friesen & Delisle, 2012;
Fisher & Cozens, 2014; Pillow-Price, Yonts, & Stinson, 2014), yet little data is available
on how early childhood educators use therapy dogs and how they view the support
therapy dogs offer children in developing inherent life skills. An incomprehensible
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number of young children entering systematic instruction cannot control their emotions
or adapt in unfamiliar or uncomfortable social situations (Szecsi, Barbero, Del Campo, &
Toledo, 2011; Friesen & Delisle, 2012; Pillow-Price et al., 2014; Uttley, 2013; Shaw,
2013; Gee et al., 2010; Daly & Suggs, 2010; Beetz, 2013). Often this leads to
inappropriate and disruptive classroom behaviors or worse (LeBel & Chafouleas, 2010;
Grandgeorge, Tordjman, Lazartiques, Lemonnier, Deleau, Hausberger, & Young, 2012).
Because accountability is a legitimate concern for educators at all grade levels, the focus
on academic mastery often overshadows holistic development (NAEYC, 2015). The
negative effects of undeveloped social, emotional, and behavioral skills, which begin at a
young age, can last well into adulthood (CASEL, 2015; Stefan, 2012). Therefore, early
childhood educators need to help young children develop the life skills needed to succeed
throughout their lives (Logue, 2007; Opre et al., 2013).
Multiple studies have shown how therapy dogs positively affect older children
with
§   Undeveloped social and emotional skills (Svensson, 2014; Anderson & Olson,
2006; Daly & Suggs, 2010)
§   Academic deficiencies (Friesen, 2010; Fisher & Cozens, 2014; Mills & Hall,
2014; Baumgartner & Cho, 2014; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015)
§   Communication disparities (Rud & Beck, 2000)
§   Physical, mental, and medical disorders (Svensson, 2014; Rud & Beck, 2000;
Pet Partners, 2015)
§   Fear and anxiety issues (Goddard & Gilmer, 2015)
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However, the extent to which therapy dogs benefit young children’s interpersonal and
intrapersonal development remains unexamined. This study bridges that gap by
researching how early childhood educators incorporate therapy dogs into their programs,
and how they view the support that therapy dogs provide children’s holistic development.
Purpose of the Study
This study examined how early childhood educators use therapy dogs and view
the support therapy dogs provide children during the development of intrapersonal and
interpersonal skills. By considering classroom arrangement and the manner in which
children are given opportunities to bond with a therapy dog throughout the day, this study
offers the information that administrators and educators need to make best use of the
process and the opportunity to make it more effective.
A qualitative collective case study approach was used to examine how early
childhood educators successfully implemented therapy dogs into their class routine. This
study also explored how educators view the support therapy dogs offer to children’s
social, emotional, and behavioral development. Rich, thick details were needed to fully
understand how early childhood educators move from the idea of integrating a therapy
dog to implementation, and to identify educators’ views on the support that therapy dogs
provide for young children’s holistic development.
Research shows that therapy dogs have been widely successful for diverse student
populations with assorted needs, ranging from elementary students learning to read to
older students who struggle with social and emotional insecurities (Friesen, 2009;
Goddard & Gilmer, 2015; Mills & Hall, 2014). Based on studies conducted by Mills and
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Hall (2014), Goddard and Gilmer (2015), and Gee et al. (2010), dogs naturally reduce the
negative effects of children’s personal instabilities; they improve attitudes, increase social
awareness, and provide steadfast and nonjudgmental companionship. This evidence
suggests that the concept of employing therapy dogs in the early childhood classroom is
worth studying. Its findings may provide program administrators and early childhood
educators the mechanics of therapy dog practices—which they may build on to develop
an effective plan for their own program—or they may forego a therapy dog program
entirely.
Research Questions
This study analyzed how early childhood educators use and view therapy dogs
and the support they provide for young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development. These research questions are discussed in detail in Chapter 3, which
explains (a) how the methodology was used to answer the primary questions, and (b)
validated the conceptual framework.
Primary questions
1.   How do early childhood educators successfully integrate therapy dogs into
their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development?
2.   What are early childhood educators’ views of the support provided by therapy
dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Subquestions
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1.   How does classroom arrangement validate educators’ views of how therapy
dogs support children’s development?
2.   How do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate
educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development?
Conceptual Framework for the Study
John Dewey’s (1938) progressive education theory lays the foundation for how
young children learn from meaningful opportunities within their environment, their lived
experiences, and hands-on and purposeful learning. With intentional planning and
persistent guidance, children can have experiences that are both meaningful and
positively impactful. Dewey’s theory is expounded on by the HAB concept, borne from
Boris Levinson’s (1970, 1997) work with young children and his pet dog, Jingles.
Levinson (1997) was the first American child psychotherapist who wrote extensively
about the benefits of the profound relationships formed between children and canines
during therapy sessions conducted in the 1960s. The HAB concept explains how
reciprocal relationships are forged between humans and animals, and how both parties
mutually benefit when provided the opportunity to interact regularly (Levinson, 1970,
1997).
Detailed explanation of the progressive education theory, which is the process by
which children gain deeper knowledge and understanding of their world through
purposely planned environments, is first addressed. A deeper explanation of the HAB
concept follows, indicating how mutual, meaningful relationships are created between
humans and animals when opportunities exist for consistent interactions. The need for
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fully developed social, emotional, and behavioral acuity, and the ramifications of
undeveloped skills are also presented, in addition to the countless benefits therapy dogs
offer diverse student populations with varying circumstances. Finally, the concerns of
implementing a therapy dog program in various venues is introduced to ensure
contrasting information is equally represented.
Dewey’s Progressive Education Theory
In the United States, no central regulating agency exists to monitor all early
childhood education programs (LeBel & Chafouleas, 2010). Program administrators and
educators are free to develop their own framework for best practices and format for
content delivery. This lack of governance leaves an inequitable level of education
provided to young children across the United States (NAEYC, 2015; Seefeldt, 2005).
According to Dewey (1938) and Montessori (2014), early childhood educators must be
mindful of the classroom setting they establish in an effort to embrace purposeful
learning as an interactive process between children and their environment. As children
build their knowledge and skills across developmental domains, educators should ensure
children have ample opportunity to have positive, hands-on experiences with the
elements contained in their environment, and apply their newfound knowledge toward
adaptation and learning (Dewey, 1938; Montessori, 2014).
Many educators dismiss the relevancy and importance of the environment on
children’s holistic development, and instead they seek to focus on mastery of predetermined, skill-specific subject matter in accordance with legislative requirements for
academic excellence (Dewey, 1938; NAEYC, 2015; Opre et al., 2013; USDOE, 2015).
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Suppression from meaningful experiences within their environment, both familiar and
new, follows that children will likely manifest nonrepresentational inferences between
teacher-guided activities and real-world knowledge (Dewey, 1938). Bandura (1977)
posited that connections between past experiences and current familiarities drive
learning, indicating that children should be guided toward positive experiences whenever
possible. Use of a recognizable and common element in the classroom, such as a therapy
dog, fosters the potential for positive experiences with a familiar object, thus allowing
children to build on their bank of memories that can be linked to further learning.
Human-Animal Bond Concept
According to the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA, 2015),
nearly 69.9 million canines were kept as pets across the United States in 2012, and 63%
of those animals were considered to be members of their family (2012 U.S. Pet
Ownership & Demographics Sourcebook, 2015). This number constitutes that companion
animals and meaningful bonds between them and their owners are not a new
phenomenon to people (Melson, 2003). Rather, canines have coexisted with humans for
thousands of years and have become a central part of human lives in terms of life
sustainability and camaraderie (AVMA, 2015; Pet Partners, 2015). NAEYC (2015)
posited that early educators’ work is engrained in the provision of an environment that is
safe, nurturing, and positively stimulating to children’s senses, thus the use of a therapy
dog in the classroom meets these criteria succinctly.
By allowing his dog, Jingles, to remain close to the children during therapy
sessions, Levinson (1997) accidentally discovered that children were less anxious, less
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distressed, and more emotionally stable due to the dog’s close proximity to them.
Levinson’s thought that dogs have such an emotional effect on children when in a therapy
room is similar to the effect a dog would have on children in a classroom setting.
Children are naturally drawn to, and captivated by, animals (Zasloff, Hart, & DeArmond,
1999), which innately become organic resources for increasing academic attainment
(Friesen, 2010; Fisher & Cozens, 2014), improving social and emotional well being
(Goddard & Gilmer, 2015), and acting as instruments of personal security (Mills & Hall,
2014; Daly & Suggs, 2010). As such, children and canines have become natural
companions, playmates, and confidantes throughout history, suggesting the dynamic
relationship they maintain is important in the consideration of resources used for
children’s overall physical and emotional development, and personal well being.
Nature of the Study
The subject of this study was how early childhood educators use therapy dogs and
view the support therapy dogs offer for children’s intrapersonal and interpersonal
development. A collective case study approach provided detailed data on each of the four
cases through a within-case analysis, followed by a cross-case analysis that showed a
representation of emerging themes across all cases. The study was based on four kinds of
data: (a) in-depth interviews with two early childhood educators from three Indiana
public schools—one taught at two different schools with different sets of students, and
thus served as two independent cases for this study—and an early childhood educator
from an Indiana independent education program, (b) classroom observations, (c)
children’s classroom artifacts, and (d) researcher field notes. Consideration of room
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arrangement and the manner in which children were directed toward positive experiences
within their newly defined environment were addressed during interview sessions as they
relate to the progressive education theory. Further analysis revealed how children were
afforded opportunities to bond with the therapy dog throughout the day and how it relates
to the HAB concept.
The methodologies associated with this study were aligned with procedures
necessary to seek deeper knowledge of a subject and to make sense of the phenomena in
its real-time natural setting (Creswell, 2013). The overarching questions were probed
during semi-structured, in-depth interviews with participants, enabling critical data to
emerge from responses given. This interview strategy enabled the researcher to adapt to
answers provided, and to seek further information for clarification purposes, as needed.
Interviews were conducted using an interview protocol, which established boundaries for
the session, including clarification of goals to be achieved, time limits, and rationale for
participant selection (see Appendix A).
Following interview sessions, an observation protocol was used to conduct
classroom observations (see Appendix B). Similar to the interview protocol, the
observation format provided structure for critical note-taking and researcher reflection.
As the sole data collector, I took a nonparticipant observer role to gain a better
understanding of the topic through thorough examination of the environment without
direct involvement (Creswell, 2013) with the educators, children, or therapy animals.
Rich information was obtained as it materialized in the context of the classroom in the
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presence of a therapy dog, allowing information to be documented as it occurred and not
erroneously recalled at a later time (Creswell, 2007).
When applicable, children’s classroom artifacts were collected and photographed.
One participant had children’s artwork available. A photograph was taken of each item,
and all items remained in the educator’s possession. The educator provided information
such as what lesson prompted the creation of the item, what was the goal of the creation,
and what was the length of time taken to complete the creation. By studying the learning
climate and examining how classroom flow provides an environment conducive to
positive experiences and human-animal bonding opportunities, educators’ views were
substantiated or negated.
Definition of Key Operational Terms
The following definitions are provided to help the reader understand educational
terms and elements of canine therapy in the early childhood classroom.
Social, emotional, and behavioral development: This term refers to the evolution
of a child’s abilities to self-regulate emotions and feelings; communicate, acknowledge
and understand one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions; and respond to internal and
external stimuli in an appropriate manner (Zero to Three, 2015; CASEL, 2015)
Early childhood educator: This term refers to any teacher who thoughtfully plans
activities and/or experiences to prepare young children for life’s challenges. This term
encompasses a range of children from birth to grade three (Encyclopedia of Children’s
Health, 2015).
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Early childhood education: This term refers to the activities and/or experiences
used to prepare young children for life’s challenges. This term encompasses a range of
children from birth to grade three (Encyclopedia of Children’s Health, 2015).
Holistic education: This term refers to the preparation of students for meeting
life’s challenges. Children learn about life—themselves, pro-social behavior, social
development, emotional development, resilience, and nature—while also being prepared
for academic successes (Holistic Education, 2003).
Animal-assisted activity (AAA) dog: This term refers to a dog that may or may
not be specially trained to satisfy certain criteria for a less controlled service to humans.
Example: A person bringing a dog to a patient in a nursing home is considered an animalassisted activity (Pet Partners, 2015).
Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) dog: This term refers to a dog that typically is
specially trained to satisfy certain criteria as part of a treatment plan. The intervention is
goal-directed, documented, and evaluated (Pet Partners, 2015).
Therapy dog: This term refers to a dog that typically works with its
trainer/handler as a team to volunteer in religious programs, medical/hospital facilities,
and educational environments, which encompasses AAA and AAT dogs (American
Kennel Club, 2015).
Facility dog: A dog that has been expertly trained in areas of obedience and skills
that enhance human abilities. The dog works with a trained health, human services or
education professional to maximize benefits to its audience (Assistance Dogs
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International, 2016). Note: All dogs used by participants in this study are recognized by
their title in Chapter 4.
Dog used for therapeutic purposes: A dog that has basic training without “therapy
dog” certification, used on a random basis in religious programs and educational
environments to provide therapeutic measures, as needed. Note: All dogs used by
participants in this study are recognized by their title in Chapter 4.
Assumptions
This study was based on two assumptions.
§   Honest and forthright answers were provided to the fullest extent of the
participants’ knowledge. This assumption provided a foundation for data
validity. Because it cannot be known if a participant was dishonest in any
capacity, the collected data was assumed to be truthful and reliable.
§   A therapy dog was present in each of the participants’ classrooms for a
minimum of one day per week over a period of four weeks, and the therapy
animal was used at the time of this study. This time allowed participants to
observe children’s actions, behaviors, and attitudes while a therapy dog was
both present in, and absent from, the classroom. The novelty effect of an
alternative teaching strategy, which relates to the excitement surrounding a
new element introduced into a routine, was considered in the results. The
number of weeks, days, and hours the therapy dog was present in the
classroom is noted in chapter 4, accordingly.
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Scope and Delimitations
The location and participation pool were a purposeful sample selected to
illuminate the study’s focus and add credibility to the study (Creswell, 2013; Patton,
2015). The sampling included two early childhood educators from three Indiana public
schools and one early childhood educator from an Indiana independent early education
program. One educator taught at two public schools with different audiences, thus the
participant served as two independent cases for this study.
Participants had integrated a therapy dog into their routine and continued to use it
throughout this study, thus reflecting on the purpose of the study (Patton, 2015). As noted
by Audet and d’Amboise (2001), a collective case study should include between four and
ten participants to adequately analyze the vast amount of data collected. A total of four
cases were presented in this study. Furthermore, participants were not all located in the
same venue, meaning that each participant was studied as an independent part of a
collection, which helped in understanding similarities and differences between the cases
(Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Specific criteria for participation in the study included the use of a therapy dog for
a minimum of one day per week over a four week period, use of a therapy dog in the
classroom routine throughout this study, and participants’ assent to partake in the study.
Due to the novelty of this topic and the number of Indiana school districts and
independent early education programs that met predetermined criteria, the sample size
was small (n = 4).
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Limitations
Researcher Biases
Researcher biases presented the first limitation to this study. As described by
Creswell (2013), all biases should be presented fully and carefully. Passion and a vested
interest in the topic of therapy dogs used to help young children develop their social,
emotional, and behavioral skills drove this study. My career path enabled me to work in
multiple classrooms of various age groups that fell within the early childhood range. I
observed children with undeveloped social, emotional, and behavioral skills, thus I
worked alongside educators in an independent early education program for three years to
monitor the influence and support the therapy dogs provided to the children.
During data collection for this study, my observations showed how the majority
of children revered the therapy dogs and viewed them as a highlight of the program,
while only a few children remained impassive toward the therapy dogs. Because therapy
dogs in the early childhood classroom is a new phenomenon, learning more about other
early childhood educators’ processes and views is of significant interest. The gains from
this study could allow me to refine the program for both educators and the children
served.
Scope of the Project
The scope of this study offered another limitation. Patton (2015) posited that
purposeful sampling presents an issue of controversy, thus it is imperative to note that all
participants who met prescribed criteria were included in this study. Based on a thorough,
statewide search of 532 institutions, only early childhood educators from four public

20
schools and independent education programs met the following three criteria: (a)
integrated and used a therapy dog for a minimum of one day per week for at least four
weeks; (b) used a therapy animal during the time leading up to, and including, data
collection; and (c) consented to participate in this study.
Elements Outside the Researcher’s Control
Elements outside my control presented the final limitation for this study. The
makeup of children in each classroom and their capacities—both mental and physical—
varied, as did the extent to which the therapy dogs were used. Within-case analyses
addressed the classroom makeup, the purpose of the animals, and the findings of such
programs, followed by details of their comparisons revealed in the cross-case analysis.
Significance
With little data available, I studied how early childhood educators use therapy
dogs and view the support therapy dogs provide for children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development. When educators carefully integrate a therapy dog into their
curriculum, children’s personal skills are improved (Anderson & Olson, 2006;
Baumgartner & Cho, 2014; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015).
This study’s findings may provide educators with a starting point upon which to
critique and improve their own classroom resources, the room arrangement and flow, and
overall practices. It may also act as a conduit through which the focus shifts from a
culture of academic focus to one of equity in academics and personal development.
Understanding how professionals integrate and view therapy dogs as a resource to foster
children’s personal and academic advancement can mean equitable early education for
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children from all walks of life and the realization of accomplishments that may,
otherwise, not be achieved.
Summary
With an emergent number of educational venues realizing the benefits of therapy
dogs for students in primary, secondary, and post-secondary classrooms, it reasons that
research on the potential benefits for children in early childhood programs is worthwhile.
Due to an increasing number of reports on children entering structured education unable
to adapt to unfamiliar social settings and regulate their own emotions and actions, it has
become necessary for early childhood educators to consider alternative and creative
strategies for providing a holistic education that encompasses all domains of learning
capacities. Early childhood educators are charged with preparing children for their
academic and personal futures, thus every effort should be made to ensure their teaching
strategies are more effective and equitable for all students.
Teachers have first-hand knowledge of their students, and, because they
understand the aspects of children’s individual development and behaviors that need
improvement, they should be the first individuals responsible for determining the path of
guidance and intervention for each child in their charge. Early childhood educators must
work to find balance between teaching academics, helping children develop critical life
skills, and preserving a nurturing environment free of danger and chaos. Researching and
employing an alternative resource such as a therapy dog that is universally familiar,
wholly effective, and easily implemented enables early childhood educators to realize end
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objectives that properly prepare young children for a successful journey through school
and into adulthood.
Children’s experiences in the classroom are the strongest indicators of how much
they learn. Based on this contention, it would befit educators to embrace the notion that
purposeful planning of the classroom setting and persistent guidance of children toward
positive experiences within their environment would ultimately support children’s quest
for academic and individual realizations. Championing for a therapy dog that embodies
loyalty, companionship, and the ability to positively support major developmental
milestones is priceless to the children and worthwhile to the advancement of the early
childhood education field. Steadfast and deliberate actions to promote the whole child are
the corner post of educators’ obligations and should remain at the forefront of all
educational strategies.
This study adds to the paucity of literature on the use of therapy dogs in the early
childhood classroom. Chapter 2 provides the search strategy and orientation to the
progressive education theory and HAB concept, both of which guided this research. A
discussion on the implications for children with undeveloped social, emotional, and
behavioral skills is addressed, followed by models of successful therapy dog use in
various settings with diverse populations. These examples provide the foundation for
integration of therapy dogs in the early childhood curriculum, offering an alternative or
additional resource for supporting children’s development with lasting benefits. Lastly,
an examination of concerns associated with the use of a therapy dog in the classroom is
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addressed, followed by a summary of the major categories revealed in the literature
review in support of this study.
Chapter 3 provides details of the qualitative collective case study design and the
chosen methodology used to answer primary and secondary research questions. The
procedure for analyzing data and validating findings obtained during participant
interviews, classroom observations, children’s classroom artifacts, and researcher field
notes is also addressed. Chapter 4 provides an in-depth discussion on the results of this
study, including participant demographics, the research methodology, evidence of
trustworthiness, a within-case analysis of each case, and a cross-case analysis of all
research sites. Chapter 5 presents my interpretation of the findings, the limitations of this
study, recommendations for further research, implications for positive social change and
recommendations for practice, and a conclusion of the research conducted.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
It is becoming widely accepted that children’s disruptive behaviors, poor choices,
and academic deficiencies can be improved through implementation of classroom
resources that support social, emotional, and behavioral development (Stoiber, 2011;
Stormont, Lewis, & Beckner, 2005). Realizing the long lasting ramifications of children’s
undeveloped life skills should be the impetus for integrating a curriculum component that
fosters holistic development, yet subject mastery and high stakes testing remain top
priority. Purposefully planning and implementing a resource that balances academic
proficiency and personal development is key to a better future for America’s youth
(NAEYC, 2015; Opre et al., 2013).
To effectively assist young children in the development of critical life skills, it is
essential for early childhood educators to explore creative resources that support all
developmental domains, not just academic achievement. Without developed interpersonal
and intrapersonal skills, children face several risks, such as academic failure, a higher
likelihood of drug experimentation and sexual activity, and an inability to make and
retain meaningful friendships (CASEL, 2015).
A bold and effective move in elementary, secondary, and post-secondary
classrooms throughout the United States is the use of therapy dogs to help children read
more fluently, to improve children’s confidence, and to motivate children to complete
tasks (Friesen, 2010). Literature on the benefits of therapy dogs for a wide range of
pedagogical demographics continues to grow, but little data is available on how early
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childhood educators benefit from using such a resource. Early childhood educators are
charged with providing children with a solid foundation for learning, developing social
and emotional skills, and maintaining an environment free of chaos and fear (NAEYC,
2015). Carefully selecting proper resources to ensure that this goal is met is vital to the
personal and academic success of young children.
“Bolstered by research and persuaded by practical and professional experience,
educators and librarians throughout the country and around the globe are bringing therapy
dogs into education settings” (Jalongo, 2005, p. 157) as a means to encourage, support,
and liberate children in a friendly and non-threatening environment. Reflecting on her
review of Spalde and Strindlund’s book, Every Creature a Word of God, Kemmerer
(2014) concluded her thoughts with the notion that all Christians have a moral obligation
to do right by their brothers and sisters and nonhumans alike, and this compassion and
service for the health and well being of all God’s sentient creatures, is a call to duty that
cannot be ignored.
The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to examine how early
childhood educators use therapy dogs and view the support therapy dogs offer to
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. It will offer program
administrators and educators a unique teaching strategy to build on and use in their own
classroom, or opt to forego entirely. This chapter covers the following topics:
§   Literature search strategy
§   Orientation to the progressive education theory and the HAB concept
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§   Discussion of the consequences for young children with undeveloped
social, emotional, and behavioral skills
§   Examples in which therapy dogs have worked with diverse populations to
overcome notable circumstances
§   This representation provides the framework for integration of therapy dogs
in the early childhood curriculum, offering a unique strategy that provides
support with long-lasting results.
§   An examination of concerns about the use of a therapy dog in the
classroom
§   A summary of the major themes in the review
Literature Search Strategy
The following databases were used to conduct an exhaustive search of the
literature: ProQuest, Academic Search Complete, PsychINFO, Google Scholar, and
SAGE Knowledge. The following keywords were used in this study: therapy dog,
animal-assisted therapy, animal-assisted activity, animal therapy, and pet therapy. Due
to limited availability of articles on therapy dogs in early childhood classrooms, the
following terms were also used: youth, school, children, education, primary, preschool,
elementary, and early childhood to include therapy dogs in a working capacity with a
variety of populations.
Due to a limited number of peer-reviewed articles available between 2010 and
2016, the range was extended to include older works.
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Conceptual Framework
Considering the number of families across the United States that owns a dog as a
household pet, it is a safe assumption that dogs are an important aspect in human lives.
Canines have played a vital role in human lives for thousands of years as a food source,
companion, hunter, and as protector (AVMA, 2015; Hosey & Melfi, 2014). Across the
years, the cultures, and the tribulations of modernity, canines have continued their reign
as important figures in the lives of diverse populations—the young and the elderly; the
healthy and the ill; those who are homeless, middle class, impoverished, and wealthy;
those who are single and those in family structures; those who are mentally unstable; and
those who are academically challenged (AVMA, 2015; Friesen, 2009, 2010; Kemmerer,
2014; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015; Daly & Suggs, 2010).
The intrinsic abilities of a therapy dog, combined with the documented effects
they have had on residents in mental health institutions, healthcare facilities, and nursing
homes across the United States, have led to their entry into pedagogical settings from
elementary classrooms to college counseling offices since the turn of the century
(Anderson & Olson, 2006; Baumgartner & Cho, 2014; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015; Daly &
Suggs, 2010; Arai et al., 2011; Friesen, 2009; Mills & Hall, 2014; Chandler, 2011; Gee et
al., 2010; Bowers, 2013). The significant increase in educational programs that
effectively incorporate and benefit from therapy dogs suggests that early childhood
programs can tap into and benefit from this resource as well.
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Dewey’s Progressive Education Theory
Young children arrive at pre-kindergarten and early elementary classrooms with a
plethora of knowledge, experiences, and abilities based on their socioeconomic status,
culture, and societal influences. The variations in life experiences and circumstances are
indirectly responsible for the gap in educational equity experienced by young children
(NAEYC, 2015). At this juncture, early childhood educators have the perfect opportunity
to circumvent these adversities and offer children from disparate backgrounds an
educational program that is nurturing, challenging, and methodically and purposefully
planned in an effort to prepare them for entry into the elementary classroom (Dewey,
1938; NAEYC, 2015).
Known as a major proponent for education reform, John Dewey argued that
educators miss prime opportunities to teach their students lasting skills through careful
planning of the classroom layout and its contents, and by intentionally providing
guidance toward positive experiences. Adhering to the antiquated and rigid methods of
teaching skill-specific knowledge greatly limits children’s comprehension of other
concepts, including concept of self (Dewey, 1938). Dewey’s (1938) theory on
progressive education suggests that educators should strongly consider the learning
environment and the elements contained within, for young children’s greatest successes
come when they are able to personally explore and connect with their surroundings.
As consideration is given to various elements employed within the classroom, it is
important to consider children’s lives outside the classroom, their interests, and their
knowledge of the world. According to Dewey (1938) and Montessori (2014), thoughtful
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examination of classroom materials, strategically planned outdoor spaces, and sufficient
time allotted for children to engage in endless exploration or self-reflective practices is
the core of a high quality program. Based on this belief, the integration of familiar and
common elements into the learning environment permits young children to draw from
past experiences or knowledge while feeling comfortable to explore and extend their
understanding of the world around them.
As young children prepare for their educational journey, they pull from a
repertoire of memories that help connect what they are learning to that which they
already know (USDOE, 2015; Seefeldt, 2005; Dewey, 1938). Because memories are built
from experiences, it is crucial that children’s experiences are notable, beginning at the
earliest age (Dewey, 1938). Dewey (1938) posited that educators must observe and direct
young children toward positive outcomes in their environment, including events leading
up to the desired experiences, for the quality of each experience lays the foundation for
optimum learning both now and in the future.
It was observed that children learn by spontaneous involvement with their
surroundings and engagement with new elements that arouse inquisitiveness and
encourage exploration, as well as with familiar items that provide security, comfort, and
stability (Dewey, 1938). This argument confirms the conceivability that therapy dogs are
a recognizable and familiar element throughout society, deeming them as appropriate
resources within the classroom setting. Anecdotal evidence obtained in investigations
conducted by Baumgartner and Cho (2014), Daly and Suggs (2010), and Friesen (209)
support the positivity of experiences that therapy dogs offer children in the classroom,
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further establishing a motivation for educators to integrate a therapy animal into their
routine.
Alternative teaching strategies that provide early learners immense opportunities
through a planned and causal curriculum with creative classroom components (Dewey,
1938) ultimately provide a robust and holistic education that meets the needs of children
at all developmental levels (Bramwell, Reilly, Lilly, Kronish, & Chennabathni, 2011;
Friesen, 2010). The intentionality of “creating environments and designing experiences in
ways that foster” social, emotional, and behavioral development can have positive, longterm impact on children’s lives (Blyth, Olson, & Walker, 2015, p. 1). In conjunction with
purposefully planned learning environments, Dewey (1938), Durlak et al. (2011), and
Durlak, Weissberg, and Pachan (2010) concurred that, through provision of intentional
yet gentle guidance from educators, children would be led to experiences that are
valuable, focused, and engaging. This approach to teaching is ideal, as children learn best
when practical application occurs.
Providing opportunities and encouraging children to explore their world alongside
a familiar object, such as a therapy dog, provides both moral support and a sense of
security as children begin challenging and navigating the unknown landscape (Levinson,
1970; Fine, 2010; Friesen, 2010; Nimer & Lundahl, 2007). Relative to this study,
observations conducted by Levinson (1970) and Dewey (1938), specifically, indicated
that children’s learning environments are crucial to their absorption of knowledge.
Without the capacity to explore their environment unimpeded, children are predisposed
only to the ideals and concepts offered by their teacher.
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Human-Animal Bond Concept
The unification of children and animals in pedagogical settings promotes the
natural evolution of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills that help children navigate
through life’s daily complex situations. Dr. Boris Levinson (1997) was one of the first
distinguished psychotherapists to unintentionally realize that children were less anxious,
less distressed, and more emotionally stable when his dog, Jingles, remained close to
children during therapy sessions. The term “pet therapy” was first coined by Levinson in
the 1960’s to reference the unpremeditated manner in which animals build rapport with
patients and extend counseling sessions (Fine, 2010; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015). Further
investigations into the relationships forged between animals and children prompted
Levinson (1997) to conclude that animals, specifically canines, inherently play a
significant role in children’s lives, and he encouraged other professionals to employ
animals in their work as well.
Following Levinson’s initial work with his dog in psychiatric settings, Dr. Samuel
Corson focused his work on pet-assisted therapy during his psychiatric sessions, noting
that therapy dogs had visible positive effects not only on the patients, but on the staff in
the treatment centers also (Goddard & Gilmer, 2015). Fine (2010), and Nimer and
Lundahl (2007) expounded on this concept, as they noted that people in the presence of
an animal are sometimes found to be more approachable. Therapy animals were found to
be natural conversation starters, as individuals are inadvertently drawn to four-legged
creatures, and the animal’s presence would prompt patients and other disengaged
individuals to openly communicate (Nimer & Lundahl, 2007). In the realm of therapy

32
and healing, prominent psychologists and therapists such as Florence Nightingale and
Sigmund Freud declared that the use of therapy dogs with children, wounded soldiers,
and disabled patients foster a true companionship that evokes a sense of calm and healing
in the wake of chaos and pain (Goddard & Gilmer, 2015).
Levinson (1965, 1970, 1997), and Pet Partners (2015) believed that dogs were
perfect companions for people of all ages, but, based on a therapy dog’s innate ability to
positively affect individuals who struggle with social, emotional, physical, or cognitive
acumen, therapy dogs are considered perfect agents to partner with children. As children
and canines are provided opportunities to interact and begin the bonding process, the
more trusting and less anxious children become due to the stability and security therapy
dogs provide them (Levinson, 1970; Fine, 2010; Friesen, 2010; Nimer & Lundahl, 2007).
Additionally, because canines are nonjudgmental and give and receive love
unconditionally, they become a resource of solace and relief to children who may not
receive comfort and guidance from a caretaker on a steady continuum (Levinson, 1965,
1970, 1997; Nimer & Lundahl, 2007; Pet Partners, 2015). To sum up the poignancy of
the human-animal bond, “There is a special and indescribable kinship shared between
dogs and people of all ages,” which undoubtedly cannot be denied (Pet Partners, 2015,
p.1).
Implications of Undeveloped Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Skills
The first eight years of life are the most essential for children’s overall
development, for the brain is most pliable and still in its developmental phase. The
urgency for implementing proper interventions that prevent a dysfunctional future is
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supported by several points. Recognizing that children need the ability to navigate the
school environment and social arena is the first step, as children will be introduced to a
world of collaboration, communication, defining personal conduct, and understanding
and conforming to social norms. According to Stormont et al. (2005), emotions drive
everything humans do, thus social, emotional, and behavioral learning is required at an
earlier stage of edification, rather than later. Possessing the ability to acknowledge,
understand, and demonstrate appropriate behaviors in school and social settings is an
important facet to adaptation in uncomfortable and unfamiliar situations (Schultz,
Richardson, Barber, & Wilcox, 2011). Conducting oneself according to social norms,
combined with the ability to understand and regulate one’s own emotions, greatly
impacts the capacity to forge and maintain friendships, to be accepted by peers, and to
realize personal and academic successes (Schultz et al., 2011). Conversely, when children
lack these abilities, they run the risk of peer rejection, bullying, and neglect, or worse
(Schultz et al., 2011; Durlak et al., 2011; Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2003).
Logue (2007) examined a vast number of social-emotional learning programs and
found an indescribable amount of social learning is lost when young children are
punished due to the display of challenging behaviors. Unless these children are permitted
to learn how to negotiate, take turns, and make friends through experiences, they will
continue to be punished more than they will receive critical and fair instruction (Logue,
2007). Worse yet, Webster-Stratton and Reid (2003) and Schultz et al. (2011) contended
that, as children continue their academic journey with continued conduct problems that
have already crystallized, they run a greater risk of being a school dropout, performing
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violent acts against self and others, experimenting with sexual promiscuity, falling into
states of depression, and possibly attempting suicide.
This unrelenting cycle can be positively altered if early childhood educators
consider embracing a resource that enhances their curriculum and supports the
development of children’s vital life skills. According to Logue (2007), a standard
expectation of early childhood educators is to fully equip children with prerequisite skills
to engage in academic instruction of literacy and math, and to fully embrace classroom
rules and school routines. Logue (2007) maintained that, although all students are held to
the same level of academic standards from the start of the school year to the end, despite
their learning, social, or emotional deficiencies, this is the educational system in
existence. This concept is fallible at best, as it is not only unjust in the face of disparity
across cultures and other identifiable barriers, but it goes against the notion that children
should be taught according to their individual skill level and abilities. Undeniably, this
unbalanced set of expectations sets up some children for personal and academic failures
that could be prevented at a young age.
Webster-Stratton and Reid (2003) noted that dissenting children were upwards of
90 percent less likely to conform to classroom rules and expectations than children who
trusted authority figures and followed direct instruction without defiance. As such,
helping disruptive children to trust and not feel vulnerable are first steps in establishing a
logical plan for intervention. As educators across the United States focus on well
adjusted, typically developing children, they fail to provide intervention programs for
children who need it most (Durlak et al., 2011; Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2003). Given
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the urgency for substantive gains in regulatory behavior, the early childhood period is the
critical time for provision of high quality, purposefully planned programs (Espy et al.,
2011), when disruptive behaviors and attitudes are in their more malleable state.
Fortunately, social, emotional, and behavior intervention components can be
effective. Notably, study limitations such as ease of implementation, regularity of use,
and educators’ attitudes toward alternate teaching strategies will directly affect outcomes.
As such, when teachers understand and positively respond to a new classroom
component, they tend to incorporate it into the children’s routine more effectively. For
example, as Webster-Stratton and Reid (2003), Webster-Stratton, Reid, and Hammond
(2001), and Stefan (2012) have demonstrated through empirical research, children who
are fully immersed in programs with positive social, emotional, and behavioral activities
display a significant decrease in disruptive episodes and a greater increase in school
attitude and learning. The following intervention programs have a different focus—
school-wide positive behavior plan, Dina Dinosaur, and the Parent-Child Interaction
Therapy (PCIT)—yet the results were similar. The essence of these studies was
corroborated by research conducted by CASEL (2015), Durlak et al. (2011), and
Stormont et al. (2005), which contended that children absorb that in which they are
immersed on a regular basis. Positive experiences, nurturing relationships, and an
environment that is safe and familiar foster a better outlook on school and learning,
which ultimately leads to a better academic and personal journey.
Though the negative consequences associated with undeveloped intrapersonal and
interpersonal skills could potentially last in perpetuity, they can be mitigated, particularly
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if intervention occurs during children’s formative years. Educational institutions and
educators have an ethical and moral obligation to ensure every student has the best
foundation possible, thus emotional intelligence should receive as much attention as
cognitive intelligence since emotional intelligence drives all other domains (Schultz et
al., 2011; Stormont et al., 2005). As noted with both empirical and anecdotal data, a
thoughtfully planned, properly implemented, and consistently executed program can
effectively disrupt and reverse internalized and externalized behaviors, helping children
achieve personal milestones and academic successes.
Empirical studies have concluded that school-based programs reach a greater
youth population and yield greater, long-term results than home-based programs alone
(DeAngelis, 2010), yet critics contend that educators should not be exclusively
responsible for building children’s social, emotional, and behavioral base. This
contention is a direct disconnect with current research. When visions are turned into
actions, educators are able to effectively teach children how to adapt in social situations,
how to respect themselves and others, and how to become students with a desire to learn
(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development [ASCD], 2016). Research
shows that valuable prevention and intervention programs will inevitably “work to
develop self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making” (DeAngelis, 2010, p. 48), rather than focusing on solitary
behavior modifications.
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Benefits of a Therapy Dog to Humans
Pet Partners (2015), previously known as Delta Society, began in 1977 to promote
positive human-animal interactions that inherently improve the lives of those they touch,
whether young or old, healthy or ill. The types of animal-assisted intervention (AAI) or
animal-facilitated therapy (AFT) most widely used in facilities across the United States
are considered animal-assisted therapy (AAT) dogs and animal-assisted activity (AAA)
dogs (Pet Partners, 2015). An AAT dog is a certified therapy dog used by a health
professional as part of a treatment plan with an end goal in mind, and it is continually
documented and evaluated for effectiveness and change (Pet Partners, 2015). Conversely,
the use of an AAA dog is not scientific therapy in regards to having definitive goals in
mind, yet the effects of AAA therapy dogs are considered therapeutic and beneficial to
the recipients, nonetheless (Pet Partners, 2015; Endenburg & van Lith, 2010). Both
categories of therapy dogs have been recognized as true successes in children’s
residential homes, nursing homes, and other environments where mental or physical
healing is needed, as the internal power of pets to overcome adversities is exemplary (Pet
Partners, 2015; Daly & Suggs, 2010). When used and cared for appropriately, therapy
animals in any setting can be “seen as valuable contributors to human health and well
being” (Mills & Hall, 2014, p. 269).
General Health and Well Being
The novelty of using therapy dogs in public libraries, courtrooms, and educational
venues has seen tremendous growth since the turn of the century. Levinson’s (1965,
1970) initial work with dogs in therapeutic settings, though controversial, later promoted
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the use of therapy dogs in environments whose residents relish the company and comfort
of a furry friend and enjoy the benefits of being loved and accepted. The AVMA (2015)
posited that human-animal bonds are dynamic relationships that feed the elementary
needs of both parties, creating a deep and emotional connection. Studies primarily
steeped in anecdotal descriptions have documented how human-animal bonds perpetuate
general health and well being, and provide humans with a greater outlook on life.
Empirical studies, describing how therapy dogs affect humans would strengthen these
connotations.
Humans and canines have been companions, playmates, hunters and gatherers,
and confidantes for thousands of years (AVMA, 2015), which suggests the dynamic
relationships they forge are not merely superficial occurrences. Instead, the connections
are deep, bidirectional, and meaningful. This claim neither suggests that all humans will
form a meaningful relationship with a dog, nor that all humans will even enjoy being in
close proximity to a dog. Rather, this suggests that, when an individual is drawn to an
animal, the companion animal stimulates the human need to form and maintain a
meaningful relationship. In turn, when the human provides companionship, love, and
empathy for the animal, humans feel more complete and tend to lead a more satisfying
and stimulating life (Levinson, 1970; AVMA, 2015).
Mental Health
Mental health has long been a topic of discussion for young children, specifically
children who struggle with social, emotional, and behavioral limitations. Without
developed social and emotional competencies, some of the disruptive behaviors and
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actions manifested include, but are not limited to, violent outbursts toward self and
others, disruptive conduct, and noncompliance of adult directives (Espy et al., 2011;
Webster-Stratton et al., 2001), maladaptive behaviors that can potentially lead to drug
and sexual experimentation (CASEL, 2015), and unrealized academic attainment
(Baumgartner & Cho, 2014). When not addressed properly, children who lack critical life
skills are more likely to struggle with maladaptive behaviors that could last in perpetuity
(CASEL, 2015).
As posited by Blyth et al. (2015), and Dewey (1938), the intentional creation of
environments and experiences that build children’s interpersonal and intrapersonal
acumen is one of the most critical tasks of an early childhood educator. Arguably, early
childhood educators have an insurmountable level of responsibility to ensure their
students are well prepared to face the complexities of the world around them, yet it is
during children’s time in this setting that they have the most fitting opportunity to
advance their fundamental skills in class and on the playground. Purposeful planning of
the environment and its contents, and steering children toward powerful experiences are
more effective than adopting an entirely new curriculum solely for the development of
social, emotional, and behavioral skills (Dewey, 1938; Durlak et al., 2010).
Based on a meta-analysis conducted by Chitic, Rusu, and Szamoskozi (2012),
animal-assisted therapy interventions proved to be effective on disengaged children,
resulting in a large degree of improvement in children’s communication and social
abilities. At the same time, therapy dogs motivated children to complete academic tasks
as well. Given the number of variables that could have prompted such outcome, the
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results remained unaltered. Surprisingly, due to the excitement surrounding the concept
of an animal co-facilitating therapy sessions, also known as the novelty effect, the
enthusiasm associated with participation in the scheme did not alter the results (Chitic et
al., 2012). The participants’ sociability and communication ratings saw significant
increases, thus the effectiveness was considered successful.
In a similar study conducted by Anderson and Olson (2006), bonds formed
between children and a therapy dog were determined as the cause for children’s rapid deescalation from emotional crises and stresses. Anderson and Olson (2006), and
Baumgartner and Cho (2014) noted that children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
compliance improved due to the mere presence of a therapy dog in the classroom,
demonstrating that therapy dogs are effective co-teachers and classroom management
resources. The latter study was not intended to examine the impact of therapy dogs on
children’s emotional crises, yet the significance on mental health is worth mentioning.
Supporting children’s mental health as they face extreme life changes is needed to
help them understand and cope with their new phase of reality. Walsh (2003) contended
that the inevitabilities of change from the modernity of society brings challenges to
careers, families, and education by which children can be negatively impacted. Mills and
Hall (2014) stated that children must oftentimes adjust to new locations, new schools, and
sometimes to new family units, as families are subjected to changes that arise from issues
of safety, security, and financial opportunities. During these transition periods, the
companionship of a therapy dog can ameliorate the associated negativity of the situation
and provide children with a constant element that has somehow diminished within the
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family unit (Mills & Hall, 2014). Considering the benefits of interactions with dogs, if
dog ownership is not part of the child’s family, the consistency of a therapy dog in the
classroom can provide significant therapeutic value, as it allows for human-animal
contact on a routine basis.
A therapy dog may also be a viable solution for life’s happenstances. Sometimes
the bond formed between a child and a dog fills a psychological void in the child’s life.
Children who experience traumatic events such as mental or physical abuse, a family
death, or those who lack a nurturing figure in their lives can find solace and comfort in
the presence of a therapy animal (Risley-Curtiss, Rogge, & Kawam, 2013). When
permitted to openly interact with a therapy dog, for instance, children gain a greater sense
of trust, empathy, self-worth, and self-esteem (Levinson, 1965, 1969, 1997; Nimer &
Lundahl, 2007; Pet Partners, 2015; Friesen, 2010; Daly & Suggs, 2010; Baumgartner &
Cho, 2014). Studies show that the presence of a dog may invariably affect children’s
level of growth differently, but all results clearly indicate that dogs can be used as a
curricular component to effectively modify children’s interpersonal and intrapersonal
intelligence at every level.
In an effort to link children with shelter dogs in pedagogical settings from
preschool through Grade 12, the Pet Savers Foundation (2015), the Cesar Millan
Foundation (2015), and the School of the 21st Century, Yale (2002) collaborated to
develop an innovative humane education program. The program evolved from a
concerted effort to prevent animal cruelty into a comprehensive curriculum that captures
and holds children’s attention, contributes to their pleasure, and improves their overall
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cognitive skills (School of the 21st Century, 2002). By providing a nonthreatening and
nonjudgmental environment built on nurturance and trust, therapy dogs have proven to be
advantageous to a wide variety of populations with varying circumstances (Pet Partners,
2015; Friesen, 2010). The benefits directly related to a therapy dog incorporated into a
curriculum encompass children’s learning knowledge of cross-curricular content,
communication skills using both verbal and non-verbal cues, physical health and core
fitness, and behavioral and emotional well being (Nimer & Lundahl, 2007).
School counselors in elementary, secondary, and post-secondary venues have
begun using therapy dogs in both therapeutic and non-therapeutic settings on a regular
continuum (Friesen, 2010; Fine, 2006). In a therapeutic milieu school counselors use
therapy dogs to provide comfort and companionship, to model character traits (Friesen,
2010; Rud & Beck, 2000), to help children communicate (Arai et al., 2011), to decrease
aggression (Daly & Suggs, 2010), and to facilitate self-efficacy and self-esteem. Stewart,
Chang, and Rice (2013) and Fine (2006) asserted that facilitation of internal stimulation
and successful treatment with patients could be based on the animal’s warm,
nonjudgmental, gentle, and unconditionally loving nature.
In nontherapeutic pedagogical settings, therapy dogs are called upon to greet
students as they enter school, to escort children to the bus at the end of the school day,
and to provide visual stimulation in hallways and throughout the day (Mills & Hall,
2014). Markedly, behavior-altering results could be caused by elements other than the
therapy animal itself. Because it is common practice for handlers to escort therapy dogs
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into the classroom, this suggests that interactions with the handler could inadvertently
sway children’s behavior above and beyond the therapy animal’s influence as well.
Mills and Hall (2014) posited that therapy dogs reduce the level of anxiety and
fear in hospitalized patients, and reduce apprehension in patients arriving for
appointments and medical treatment. With the amelioration of patients’ mental state,
doctors have an opportunity to better diagnose patients in a calm and normal state (Mills
& Hall, 2014), rather than during times of distress and turmoil. This reflection was
perpetuated by Pet Partners (2015), as independent research showed that animals were
found to reduce blood pressure, lessen stress levels, and help release endorphins that
generally make people “feel good.” As a bonus to the positive effects offered to patients,
therapy dogs provide respite for healthcare staff and family members during their times
of uncertainty and concern (Mills & Hall, 2014; Marcus, Bernstein, Constantin, Kunkel,
Breuer, & Hanlon, 2012). The presence of a social animal alleviates fears and provides a
welcomed distraction for individuals with heavy hearts and clouded minds (Goddard &
Gilmer, 2015). Therapy dogs provide genuine emotional support when needed, and they
transform tumultuous environments into settings of serenity.
Transforming environments reaches into trial courtrooms as well. Since 2003,
therapy dogs have been partnered with child and adolescent victims of rape, abuse, and
other assault cases during interview and trial procedures in an effort to calm and comfort
the children’s emotional states (Bowers, 2013). Because defense attorneys argued that
unsound and unfair practices prevented defendants from obtaining a fair trial (Bowers,
2013), questions were raised about striking a clear balance between the protection of
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children’s emotional and mental state and providing a fair trial for the defendants.
Bowers (2013) examined the impact of therapy dogs on jurors during child abuse
testimonies. He found that, although the techniques used to pacify child victims were
effective and approved by prosecuting attorneys, they infringed upon the defendants’
Sixth Amendment rights. In select states, therapy dogs are still considered a necessity to
help child and adolescent victims face the fears that assaulted their mind, body, and spirit
in the past, yet more quantifiable and anecdotal research is warranted to solidify the
impact therapy dogs have on trial outcomes.
Although empirical data is unavailable to support how dogs impact the mental
state of victims, patients, children, or the elderly, anecdotal and descriptive data of
positive outcomes has been recorded repeatedly, and it continues to grow (Jenkins, Laux,
Ritchie, & Tucker-Gail, 2014; Pet Partners, 2015; Stern & Chur-Hansen, 2013). Due to
the complexities of variables being studied, combined with the shortcomings of
representative samples and correct methodologies, the subject of therapy dogs on human
mental health will likely remain limited to anecdotal data instead of empirical in nature
(Stern & Chur-Hansen, 2013).
Physical Health
Mental health is not the sole aspect of human development affected by companion
dogs. In a review of past research, Beck, and McCune (2011) concluded that physical
well being is directly correlated with dog ownership. Pet ownership comes with a moral
obligation to afford the animal physical exercise on a regular and consistent basis
(Johnson et al., 2011), especially canines that require daily gross motor activity to
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maintain healthy gait, agility, flexibility, and to reduce digestive problems and
constipation (ASPCA, 2015). With an increased need to provide practical and enjoyable
aerobic activity for pets (ASPCA, 2015; Westgarth, Liu, Heron, Ness, Bundred, German,
McCune, and Dawson, 2012), pet owners are considered healthier than non-pet owners
(Mills & Hall, 2014; Westgarth et al., 2012).
As stronger attachments are formed between pet and owner, the more regular
exercise both parties receive (Westgarth et al., 2012). Although little data indicates a
direct correlation exists between weight maintenance and dog ownership, dog ownership
could be considered a vehicle for curbing childhood obesity. Two empirical studies
indirectly uncovered a causal relationship between dog ownership and weight
management, warranting a closer inspection of this influential relationship.
An empirical study conducted by Wohlfarth, Mutschler, Beetz, Kreuser, and
Korsten-Reck (2013) examined 12 obese children between the ages of eight and twelve
who led sedentary lives. Over the course of the study, children displayed an increase in
both physical activity and weight loss when in the presence of a dog, although weight
management was not the primary focus of the study. In a related study, Christian, Trapp,
Lauritsen, Wright, and Giles-Corti (2012) surveyed 1,480 children and 1,314 parents to
assess children’s physical activity levels in the presence of a dog versus time engaged in
sedentary activities such as watching television and playing video games. The results
revealed that dog ownership clearly impacted children’s physical activity levels, and
owning a dog may be a consideration for controlling or reducing childhood obesity
(Christian et al., 2012; Westgarth, Boddy, Stratton, German, Gaskell, Coyne, Bundred,
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McCune, & Dawson, 2013). The relevancy of these studies concluded that dogs cultivate
an environment conducive to increased physical activity, thereby improving the general
fitness and well being of anyone directly associated with the animal.
Significant weight gain also has adverse implications on women in the prepregnancy phase. According to the Mayo Clinic (2016), healthy pre-pregnancy weight is
important to a potential mother’s health, as an overweight woman has a higher likelihood
of developing complications during pregnancy such as high blood pressure and
gestational diabetes. Westgarth et al., (2012) examined the level of activity in 13,000
pregnant women who owned dogs versus those who did not own dogs. More than half the
women indicated owning at least one dog, and more than one fourth indicated being the
owner of multiple dogs. As a result of their personal circumstances, physical activity was
known to lessen during pregnancy, yet results showed that mothers who walked their dog
more than two hours or more each week—enough to work up a sweat—were less likely
to be obese than those who led more sedentary lives (Westgarth et al., 2012).
In addition to preventative health measures offered to humans, a dog’s company
can help patients improve physical conditions. Whether an owner chooses to focus on
brain stimulation or physical exercise for the pet, the presence of a dog can provide its
owner with multi-layered benefits such as lower heart rate, lower blood pressure, lower
levels of anxiety and fear, and an increased quality of life overall (Beetz, Kotrschel,
Turner, Hediger, Uvnas-Moberg, & Julius, 2011; Blazina, Boyraz, & Shen-Miller, 2011;
Jalongo, Astorino, & Bomboy, 2004; Johnson et al., 2011). Though the exact manner in
which dogs influence the human condition is unknown, dogs can ameliorate chronic
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aches and pains, alleviate pain following surgeries, and allay discomfort experienced
during extended treatment plans (Marcus et al., 2012; Mills & Hall, 2014). Based on this
claim, dogs could foster a quicker recovery for patients who receive intense treatment
plans such as chemotherapy, radiation, and physical rehabilitation. At a time when
healthcare costs are a national concern, using a common and abundant resource for
personal well being appears to be a logical progression in devising effectual health plans.
Academics
It is a safe assumption that defining exact benefits of a therapy dog on human
development is a difficult task, for companion dogs’ benefits overlap in multiple aspects
of human growth and change. For instance, as children’s mental health improves, so does
their attitude toward academic pursuits. As such, when used as an alternative component
to enhance children’s academic progress, therapy dogs are considered to hold more
influence than an educator or well-intentioned peer (Jalongo et al. 2004; Friesen, 2010;
Owens & Williams, 1995). Data shows that the presence of a dog gets children excited
about school, improves their social acceptance, and motivates them to engage in the
learning process. Using creative outlets in conjunction with a host of educational theories
can provide teachers a channel through which challenging obstacles can be overcome,
and where students and teachers can mutually flourish (Bramwell et al., 2011).
A study conducted by Geist (2011) revealed that therapy dogs serve as a conduit
to tranquility and reassurance, thereby they “can help provide synchrony and therefore
self-awareness” to humans in their company (p. 252). In the presence of a therapy dog,
students are able to make a notable connection with the animal and exhibit feelings of
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bidirectional respect and understanding (Geist, 2011; Shallcross, 2011). According to
Szecsi et al. (2011), results from a seven-week study using the Kids Interacting with
Dogs Safely (KIDS) Program proved to be highly effective in teaching children about
dog safety, and, just as importantly, to teach children about empathy, respect, and
compassion for humans and animals alike. Similarly, a study by Beetz (2013) expounded
on the concept that “the presence of a schooldog-teacher team has the potential to support
children’s learning” due to the positive emotions and attitudes that dogs evoke in humans
(p. 1).
When learning to navigate new social settings, challenging curricula, and daily
routines, the presence of a therapy dog reduces physical and psychological stresses and
permits children to remain calm and adapt to their new environments (Jalongo et al.,
2004). Supporting students as they learn the fundamentals of proper behaviors and basic
social communication is a key role for animals in educational settings (Friesen, 2010;
Jalongo et al., 2004). As children work and play alongside a therapy dog in the
classroom, children are socially, emotionally, cognitively, and academically supported in
an unbiased and nurturing manner (Jalongo et al., 2004; Friesen, 2010; Svensson, 2014).
Facing daily challenges of growing up is difficult for typically developing
children, thus children with a wide range of disabilities face even greater difficulties
(Baumgartner & Cho, 2014), and educators must find and employ strategies to overcome
these adversities. In a class of high school students, Baumgartner and Cho (2014, p. 282)
found that “students who were normally expressionless and displayed less than desirable
social skills became positively animated” during visits from Morgan and Samantha, two
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therapy dogs incorporated into a high school classroom curriculum. Likewise, children
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) also gained a sense of liberation from being
bullied, rejected or victimized while being mainstreamed in inclusive classrooms due to
the therapy animal’s open acceptance of them (O’Haire, McKenzie, McCune, &
Slaughter, 2014). The results of an eight-week animal-assisted activity program indicated
that children with ASD showed an increase in social functioning and a decrease in
behaviors indicative of ASD (O’Haire et al., 2014). Based on the contention that therapy
dogs can intervene in cases of children with ASD and other challenging social and
emotional issues, future studies are warranted to understand how therapy dogs are able to
transcend negative implications in an effort to offset costly and time-consuming
treatment plans.
A study conducted by Daly and Suggs (2010) revealed how 75 teachers use
therapy dogs in their elementary classrooms, which included details of the advantages of
such practices. Notable advantages included that the presence of an animal emotionally
stimulates children, which enables them to show increased consideration and empathy
toward the animal and their peers. Because therapy animals are nonjudgmental and
nurturing in a composed manner, their implicit support allows children with varying
learning abilities and circumstances to grow in self-efficacy and promote self-worth
alongside and among their peers (Friesen, 2010; Svensson, 2014). Desiring to interact
with peers, to want to attend school, and to actively engage in the learning process is due
in large part to the excitement and welcoming environment generated by therapy dogs
(Friesen, 2010; Owens & Williams, 1995). Consequently, enthusiasm for school, driven
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by the presence of a therapy dog, leads to a better outlook and higher likelihood for
academic achievement.
A qualitative study conducted by Svensson (2014) examined 24 preschool
children near the University of Gothenburg, assessing how pets influence preschool
children’s development and desire to learn. Based on interviews with the children, two
primary themes emerged. The first theme indicated that children believe their pets
actually supported their learning, and the second theme revealed that children classify
themselves as their pet’s teacher (Svensson, 2014). Accordingly, it is evident that the
dynamics of a therapy dog and children’s self-motivation ultimately lead to increased
school attendance and an elevated commitment to learning.
With high stakes testing a priority at all levels, engaging children in academic
instruction becomes more urgent. Engaging a disconnected and uninterested child in
reading activities is one such concern. Because canine assisted literacy programs provide
children a creative and inimitable approach to reading instruction, they “may encourage
the disaffected and disconnected reader to reconnect with literacy” (Fisher & Cozens,
2014, p. 70). Several canine-assisted literacy programs have begun in the United States—
Building Reading Confidence for Kids Program (BaRK), Reading Education Assistance
Program (R.E.A.D.), and Tail Waggin’ Tutors, to name a few—and, collectively, they
appear to have value in both therapeutic and academic content. As a bonus to the
excitement surrounding time spent with a therapy dog in a learning environment, canineassisted literacy programs appeal to all age groups and all levels of ability (Jalongo,
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2005; Friesen, 2010). When learning is fun and memorable, such as animal-assisted
reading, it becomes a sought after learning activity.
Fisher and Cozens (2014) examined BaRK Program’s effectiveness on one
reluctant child’s reading improvement, which proved to be a valuable resource for the
young reader in the study. The child was not considered academically challenged, but
rather he was completely uninterested in reading activities. Descriptive, empirical data
showed that, after a 15-minute reading session with Flash (the canine) for eight
consecutive weeks, the reader had a noticeable improvement in reading accuracy, and a
significant improvement in reading comprehension (Fisher & Cozens, 2014). According
to the child, “Reading the books with Flash,” was the best part of the BaRK program, and
it was easier to read to a dog than an adult, “because I don’t really feel that intimidated,
because it is a bit harder to speak to someone who actually talks back to you when you
make a mistake” (Fisher & Cozens, 2014, p. 77). A limitation of BaRK program’s
effectiveness is the unknown variable that motivates the child to want to read.
Effectiveness could have been based on the enjoyment experienced by the child, or it
could have been the child’s ability to choose his own reading material (Fisher & Cozens,
2014). Ultimately, providing activities and resources that combine enjoyment and
decision making opportunities facilitated by therapy dogs foster autonomy and liberation.
Research indicates that early childhood educators consistently view therapy dogs
as a catalyst for expressive mastery in the classroom (Rud & Beck, 2000) in subjects
other than literacy competencies. Therapy dogs not only afford children with social,
emotional, and behavioral support, but they also prompt children to write more often and
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use their imaginations to a greater extent (Rud & Beck, 2000). As a result, therapy dogs
are used as subject matter for extensive research assignments, as topics for creative
writing activities, as prompts for math and science experiments, and as a focus for
imaginative art projects (Rud & Beck, 2000; Owens & Williams, 1995). As validation to
current research, a study conducted by Owens and Williams (1995) found the experience
of accommodating a classroom pet fosters responsibility and plays a therapeutic role in
the emotional and physical health of the children, while concurrently keeping them
interested in academic pursuits and personal successes.
Therapy Dog Concerns to Humans
Though doctors and therapists have consistently reported how therapy dogs
provide distinct social, emotional, and academic benefits to humans, the notion for early
childhood educators to use a therapy dog in the classroom is in direct opposition to the
standards established by NAEYC (2015), the United States’ leading advocate for
children’s development and well being. Considering live animals are permitted in all
early childhood education programs, the caveat is that NAEYC (2015) standards specify
only small animals without fur should be welcomed. According to Anderson and Olson
(2006), this suppressive rule in the classroom is misguided, as the disadvantages are
greatly surpassed by the advantages afforded young children.
Similarly, the idea of using a therapy dog to co-host therapeutic sessions has been
shunned by some therapists and other counseling professionals, because this approach
was not initially addressed in their advanced coursework (Risley-Curtiss et al., 2013).
The chasm between coursework and real-world application renders some professionals
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hesitant about employing alternative therapy resources in their daily practice, for it is a
novel idea and not advocated by professionals who methodically led them in their
academic coursework (2013). Of course, the use of a therapy dog is not the solution for
all populations, just as no other intervention suits the needs of all individuals, requiring
thorough investigation into and advanced preparation of a therapy dog program (Arkow,
n.d.) before implementation procedures ever begin.
Therapy dogs help children socially, emotionally, and academically, yet caution
is offered to educators who wish to employ a therapy dog into their routine (Arai et al.,
2011). First and foremost, the safety and welfare of the therapy dog, the children,
educators, volunteers, and administration should be considered emphatically (Arai et al.,
2011; Arkow, n.d.). If, during the planning stage, it is determined that anxiety or a fear of
dogs is articulated by any student who would be directly affected, alternative strategies
could be sought (The Pet Savers Foundation, 2012; Anderson & Olson, 2006; Daly &
Suggs, 2010; Friesen, 2010; Arkow, n.d.). After much discussion with students and
classroom preparation, introducing fearful children to a therapy dog in a safe
environment is a prime opportunity to teach children how to approach a dog, how to
interact with a dog, and how to play appropriately with a dog (Friesen, 2010). If
significant fears persist, Daly and Suggs (2010) suggested that the use of a stuffed animal
or puppet as the instructional focus is a good alternative to the live specimen. Involving
humane education into a program, regardless of the tool used, can be a channel to
increased social interaction and decreased hostility to self and others.
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Regarded as a safety issue, dog allergies, including asthma and wheezing, are
another major concern for administrators and educators. Prior to contact with any human
population, therapy dog handlers are educated on the protocol for bathing and grooming,
vaccinating, preventing the spread of germs, and the procedures for cleaning and
disinfecting vomit, urine, or feces on school grounds (Friesen, 2010; Jalongo et al.,
2004). The application of an anti-allergen powder is an additional precaution
recommended for therapy dogs before coming into contact with groups or individuals, as
it alleviates pet dander, which is also a common allergen (Jalongo et al., 2004; Friesen,
2010; Collin, Granell, Westgarth, Murray, Paul, Sterne, & Henderson, 2015).
Consideration for human health is certainly a top priority, but animal health
should also be considered. Location of the institution’s grounds and the prevalence of
parasites that might assault the therapy dog’s fur, skin, and senses should be addressed
(Arkow, n.d.). Ongoing maintenance should be part of the protocol in an effort to prevent
irritants from distressing the therapy dog, the children, or any member of the institution at
any time.
As a courtesy and responsible form of leadership, formal procedures should be in
place for educators to obtain parental permission before a therapy dog is implemented
into any program. According to Arkow (n.d.), a well run program addresses concerns of
all participants, it enhances the quality and experience of the learning program, and it
heightens awareness of participating therapy dog organizations. Arkow suggested that an
informational meeting between children’s families, staff, administration, and community
stakeholders should be included in the awareness phase to answer questions, to provide
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rationale and clarification of the program’s intended goals, to present training
components for the therapy dog and handler (Jalongo, 2005), and to offer an explanation
as to how issues will be managed if they should arise (Arkow, n.d.). Based on the above
contention, it could be argued that transparency of institutional goals and program
protocol are the tenets necessary for ongoing community support and potential funding,
where needed.
Lastly, the cultures of children within the classroom should be taken into
consideration. Though dog ownership is common in the United States, not all regions of
the world share the same regard for canines. There are two primary reasons why dogs are
hated by Middle-Easterners: (a) the Prophet declared that owners of dogs will lose one
good deed for every day the dogs are owned; and (b) the Prophet claimed that angels
would not visit any household where a dog was kept (Quora, n.d.). Another suggestion
was that rabies vaccines are not prevalent in the Middle East; therefore, dogs carry a
death penalty with them if they should bite an unsuspecting victim (Quora, n.d.).
Respecting cultures, religious beliefs, and the wishes of children’s families is a moral and
ethical consideration when determining intervention plans of any sort. It should be noted
that this recommendation stands for all interventions, not strictly limited to therapy dogs
in the classroom. Addressing these issues from the onset of program planning will
alleviate unnecessary tension and distrust that could later arise.
Summary
As with any intervention intended to support children’s development, one size
does not fit all. Legitimate fears and concerns exist that prohibit educators from
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implementing a therapy dog program into their routine, yet the benefits should not be
underestimated. While media attention oftentimes greatly emphasizes the negativity
associated with canines in dog fighting rings and physical assaults on community
residents, the benefits afforded society in diverse situations must not remain obscured.
Dogs have long been companions to humans in times of uncertainty and fear, and
they have transcended into humans’ sidekicks during periods of tranquility and calmness.
More recently, dogs have become facilitators during therapeutic sessions with diverse
populations, they serve as co-educators in elementary and secondary classrooms, and
they silently support children while they increase their self-esteem and self-worth.
Arguably, risks and legitimate concerns are associated with the integration of therapy
dogs into any program with any population, yet the negative implications should not
undermine the many benefits therapy dogs offer. Ultimately, work with therapy animals
represents a unique opportunity for professionals to pave the way to successful growth
and development for children through creative strategies.
This study fills a gap in the literature available on effective therapy dog use in the
early childhood classroom, albeit a small gap. Data is anecdotal in nature, suggesting that
further research is warranted to explore the causational relationships between children
and therapy animals. This topic, due to its overlapping benefits to humans justifies further
investigation and should not be discounted. Its importance could be the impetus for
nationwide acceptance of therapy dogs not only in pedagogical settings, but in other
venues as well.
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Chapter 3 provides a description of the case study’s design, details of the
methodology used to ascertain substantive data of dog use and educators’ views on the
support they provide, the analysis plan for information received during interview
sessions, classroom observations, children’s artifacts, and field notes, and elaboration of
ethical considerations that appeared controversial. Chapter 3 concludes with a summary
of the study’s blueprint.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Introduction
Young children need to understand and control their emotions, to behave
according to social norms, and to manage daily complex situations (CASEL, 2015; LeBel
& Chafouleas, 2010). Without fully developed regulatory faculties, children face the risk
of long-term, negative effects (CASEL, 2015). Selecting teaching tools that successfully
support holistic development depends on several variables, including available resources,
knowledge of resource implementation and effectiveness, and personal preference. The
use of therapy dogs has recently become commonplace in pedagogical settings to support
children’s social and emotional stability, and to increase academic attainment (Friesen,
2010; Jalongo, 2005; Arkow, n.d.; Stern & Chur-Hansen, 2013), yet little research has
been conducted on how early childhood educators successfully use therapy dogs in the
early childhood classroom for the holistic development of young children.
At the heart of this study was the close examination of how educators use therapy
dogs and view the support therapy dogs provide to children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development during their formative years. This chapter provides details of the
collective case study’s design for garnering pertinent information from early childhood
educators who use a therapy dog in their programs. Data collection included the
following qualitative tools: in-depth interviews, classroom observations, children’s
artifacts, and researcher field notes. Detailed strategies for analyzing and validating data
are addressed, followed by explanations of ethical considerations.
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Research Design and Rationale
Careful consideration was given to the research design for this study. A
qualitative approach was selected over quantitative and mixed-methods approaches for
several reasons. Among the three approaches, dissimilar structures were present in regard
to the questions to be answered, data collection methods, and the opportunity for
generalization. Based on Merriam’s (2009) position on qualitative versus quantitative
data, qualitative methods were the most logical choice to understand why, how, and to
what extent the participants integrated a therapy dog into their curriculum and how they
viewed the support the dogs offered to children’s development.
Quantitative Approach
Studying variations in children’s development based on the presence of a therapy
dog in a classroom was not aligned with the research questions. This study’s aim was
neither to perform experiments with defined variables and treatments, nor was it to
impose a quantifiable survey on the participants of the study. The theories presented in
this study were intended to guide and enhance the research and not to be tested, as is done
in quantitative studies (Creswell, 2013, p. 18). Based on these qualifiers, the quantitative
approach was deemed inappropriate for meeting this study’s objective.
Mixed-Methods Approach
The mixed-methods approach was an initial consideration for this study’s
approach, as it allows the researcher to compare participant demographics and
effectiveness ratings to establish a platform for how children are supported by the
presence of a therapy dog in the classroom. It also enables the researcher to obtain
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anecdotal descriptions of thoughts and actions that are not considered in quantitative
studies. However, after careful consideration, it was decided that scientific data would
not serve to answer this study’s questions, thereby confirming the mixed-methods model
as inappropriate for this study.
Qualitative Approach
The qualitative approach was purposely selected for this study, for it allows the
researcher to closely examine early childhood educators’ plans, thoughts, and feelings
toward the use of therapy dogs and the support they provide to children’s social,
emotional, and behavioral development. Due to the reality that therapy dogs are a
relatively new concept in the early childhood classroom, few studies have been
conducted on the subject, let alone on the specifics of young children’s social, emotional,
and behavioral development. Attention to the underlying method of integrating therapy
dogs into daily routines and the views that evolve from occurrences and results within the
classroom require both candid reporting from participants and citations retrieved from
actual conversations. Given the aim of this study and the paucity of research on this topic,
the need for a qualitative study was warranted.
Qualitative Approaches to Inquiry
Within the realm of qualitative research, the decision to use a case study approach
to inquiry as opposed to an ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, or narrative,
was difficult, at best. According to Creswell (2013), each of the five approaches to
inquiry begins in the same manner—a research problem is first initiated, followed by the
core elements of the study, including data collection, data analysis, and results. Although
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each of the approaches had potential to provide a comprehensive study on this research
topic, Creswell (2013) contends that the focal point of the study would differ with each
inquiry, as would the emphasis of data collection and reporting of results.
Ethnography. An ethnographic approach suggests the researcher would study an
entire culture-sharing group, looking closely at participants located in close proximity of
each other, how they act or behave in similar fashion, and how they share similar beliefs
and language (2013). For example, conducting an ethnographic study would target many
participants such as an entire school of educators or football players on a high school
squad. Additionally, the researcher would become immersed in the lives of the
participants, typically as a participant observer, in order to gain better understanding of
the culture-sharing group. Because this study’s focus, researcher role, sample size, and
proximity of participants differ from an ethnography, it was not selected for this study.
Grounded theory. Similar to an ethnography, the target population for a
grounded theory approach is relatively large, studying between 20-60 participants. Data
collection requires the researcher to perform exhaustive data collection, returning to the
field multiple times to garner data that elucidates the emerging theme, followed by the
explanation of the group’s process or action to create a working theory (2013). This
study’s aim was neither to research a large participant pool, nor to create a working
theory from the pool’s collective experiences. Furthermore, the theoretical framework
was already in place, thus the grounded theory approach was dismissed.
Narrative. Narrative studies are collections of stories about one or two
individuals’ lived and detailed experiences within a certain context or period of the
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individuals’ lives (Creswell, 2013). Stories come by way of interviews, photographs, and
observations, and they can be received in random fashion along the continuum of the
individual’s life. The researcher lays out the documentation to create a chronological
storyline and then selects the orientation around which analysis would be conducted such
as context-centered, participant-centered, or circumstance-centered. Initially, the
narrative was a consideration for this study, for it would permit me to delve into one early
childhood educator’s lived experiences from conceptualization of the idea to realization
and integration; however, the determining factor to forego this approach was the desire to
seek multiple views and strategies in the correct context, which would present evidence
and a platform for future studies.
Phenomenology. In the planning phase of this study, phenomenology was also an
initial consideration. Similar to the narrative, phenomenology examines a small number
of individuals, but, rather than focusing on each individual’s lived experiences,
phenomenology focuses on the commonality of individuals during those experiences. For
instance, elation is a typical response felt by family members when a new baby is born
into the world, thus the researcher gathers the feelings or emotions of the individuals and
creates the essence of the experience for generalization. Likewise, integrating a therapy
dog into an early childhood curriculum is a new concept, and it was certain to have
produced many feelings and emotions during the process from concept to
implementation, yet the feelings and emotions of the educators were not the central focus
of this study. Rather, this study sought to analyze how educators effectively used therapy
dogs in their classroom and how they viewed the support offered to children during their
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life skills development. Based on this contention, phenomenology was not selected as the
approach to inquiry.
Case study. A case study is conducted in the participants’ real-time natural
setting, allowing for the researcher to explore a single case or multiple bounded cases
through exhaustive collection processes, including interviews, observations, artifacts, and
field notes (Creswell, 2007). This study’s specific approach was a collective case study,
as it resonated to the notion that varying viewpoints from participants in real-life settings
would provide a deep portrayal of integration processes, as well as the views participants
held in regard to the therapy animals’ support provided to young children. Though similar
in definition to a multi-site case study, a collective case study differs in the respect that
participants may or may not be contained in the same location (i.e., early childhood
educators within the same school setting). Because the use of therapy dogs in the early
childhood classroom is a new phenomenon, only a small number of schools and
independent early education programs met identified criteria. A total of four cases is
presented in this study. This circumstance alluded to the consideration of studying
multiple cases (i.e., early childhood educators) located within the same school building,
school district, or region of the state.
To obtain rich, thick explanations from participants, I employed thorough, semistructured interviews to allow for researcher and participant flexibility. Following
interview sessions, unobtrusive classroom observations were conducted to better
understand room arrangement and classroom flow to validate each participant’s
viewpoint. Children’s classroom artifacts that reflected on the therapy animal’s presence
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were collected and photographed, when available. Field notes were used as an
enhancement to audio recordings during interview sessions, as the primary data collection
for classroom observations, and as an accompanying component to photographs of
children’s artifacts.
The decision to conduct a qualitative, collective case study provided the basis for
the remainder of this chapter. Based on the initial organization of this study, the
methodology, including participant selection logic, instrumentation, and analysis
strategies; the role of the researcher; issues of trustworthiness, including internal
reliability and validity; and ethical considerations revolve around the indicated approach.
Methodology
Participant Selection Logic
The target population for this study was two early childhood educators from three
Indiana public schools and one educator from an Indiana early education program. It is
important to note that one educator taught in two schools with different audiences, thus
this participant served as two independent cases for this study. Specific criteria included
use of a therapy dog for a minimum of one day per week over a period of four weeks, the
current use of a therapy dog in the routine at the time of the study, as well as participants’
assent to partake in the study. For clarification purposes, “one day” is a relative term that
indicates the time frame that works best for the individual teacher, the classroom routine,
and the end goals originally established by the educators.
As noted by Audet and d’Amboise (2001), a collective case study should remain
between four and ten participants in an effort to adequately analyze the vast amount of
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data garnered from exhaustive collection processes. Furthermore, three research sites fell
under the same school corporation but not within the same school, thus each participant
was studied as independent parts of an entire collection, which will help the researcher
understand similarities and differences between the cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Due to
the novelty of this topic and the number of Indiana school districts or independent early
education programs that met predetermined criteria, the sample size was small (n = 4).
To ascertain participants for this study within public schools, the chain of
command was followed, according to Indiana public school system hierarchy. A
comprehensive list of public school corporations located within the State of Indiana was
provided via the Indiana Department of Education (IDOE) website www.doe.in.gov/
under the 2015-2016 Indiana School Directory, updated September 2015 (IDOE, 2015).
A list of 424 Indiana public schools was displayed in the School Directory, including
identification elements such as superintendent’s name, email address, phone number,
school information, and grade levels contained within each district. The list was further
reduced to display 372 public schools that contained a minimum of a kindergarten
classroom.
To establish participants from independent early education programs within
Indiana, the Indiana Association for Child Care Resource and Referral (IACCRR) was
referenced (IACCRR, 2016). A comprehensive list of independent early education
programs was provided via the IACCRR website www.iaccrr.org/ under the “Parents and
Family” tab, followed by the “Paths to Quality” tab, and ultimately located under the
“View Participating Paths to Quality Programs” tab (IACCRR, 2016). Although a
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significant number of independent early education programs exists within Indiana, only
those programs participating in Paths to Quality were initially selected due to their
provision of quality early education for young children. A list of 2,499 independent early
education programs was displayed, including identification elements such as facility
name, city, zip code, and notification of an online profile, when applicable. The list was
further reduced to display 160 independent early education programs that maintained an
online profile and were currently at a Level 3 or Level 4 on the Paths to Quality track to
excellence in early education.
Public school superintendents. The superintendents of 372 potential public
school corporations were contacted via email to seek permission to continue the research
process. The superintendents were provided an explanation of the study and required
criteria to be met, which encompassed an established routine for using a therapy dog in
the early childhood classroom, current usage of a therapy dog at the time of data
collection, and educators’ willingness to participate in the study. Although the
superintendent was provided the criteria to be met, he or she was not required to know
this information, as the school principals would confirm or deny whether the criteria was
met. Once the initial emails were sent, the selection process was temporarily stalled as I
waited for superintendents’ approvals for continuation of the study within their respective
elementary schools. As the study progressed, potential research sites were limited and
narrowed by the number of individuals who chose to respond at the initial level, whether
or not criteria was met. Upon determination that a potential school met required criteria,
the school superintendent was provided a Letter of Cooperation to complete and return to
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the researcher and to Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval
(see Appendix D).
The Letter of Cooperation stated that I would be granted permission to continue
with the study and permitted to gather data in the stated manner, assuming that the
following levels of authority also granted permission for my continuance. It further stated
that the superintendent fully understood that all participants could withdraw from the
study at any time if their circumstances should change and would not be penalized for
such action. Instructions were provided for the superintendents to complete the form,
using ink signatures or electronic signatures, and it provided my school email address and
the email address of the Walden University IRB.
Public school principals. Following superintendent approval, school principals
were contacted via email to explain the study and to identify schools whose early
childhood educators have used a therapy dog in their classrooms for a minimum of one
day per week over a period of four weeks, and who regularly used therapy dogs in their
classroom at the time of data collection (see Appendix E). Principals determined if early
childhood educators in their schools were prospective candidates for participation. Again,
the selection process was temporarily stalled as I waited for school principals to respond
with permission to continue the study. Based on the principals’ determination if their
schools met the initial criteria, permission was requested to contact early childhood
educators directly for continuation of the study.
Public school early childhood educators. Early childhood educators were
contacted via email to provide the study’s specifics and to inquire about their willingness
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to partake in the study (see Appendix F). Due to the collective nature of this study,
participants were welcomed to participate whether or not they taught in the same school
building, district, or private program.
Independent early education program directors. The directors of 160 early
education programs were contacted via email to explain the study and to identify which
programs met established criteria. They were asked to surmise if their early childhood
educators used a therapy dog in their classrooms for a minimum of one day per week
over a four-week period, and those who used a therapy dog in their classroom at the time
of data collection (see Appendix G). Program directors determined if early childhood
educators in their programs were prospective candidates for participation. Again, the
selection process was temporarily stalled as I waited for program directors to respond
with permission for continuance of the study.
Based on program directors’ determination if their schools met the initial criteria,
permission was requested to contact early childhood educators directly for continuation
of the study. Upon determination that a potential program met required criteria, the
program director was provided a Letter of Cooperation to complete and return to the
researcher and to Walden University’s IRB (see Appendix H). Instructions were provided
for the program directors to complete the form, using ink signatures or electronic
signatures, and it provided my school email address and the email address of the Walden
University IRB.
Independent early education program educators. Early childhood educators
were contacted via email to provide the study’s specifics and to inquire about their
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willingness to partake in the study (see Appendix I). Due to the collective nature of this
study, participants were welcomed to participate whether or not they taught in the same
school building, district, or private program.
Based on criteria being met and obtaining candidates’ assent to participate, a
minimum of four early childhood educators who taught in Indiana public schools or in
independent early education programs were welcomed as the participants for this study. It
is important to note that one educator taught in two schools with different audiences, thus
the participant served as two independent cases for this study. Due to the small number of
programs that met criteria, there was no need to select one school from a variety of urban,
suburban, or rural venues.
The purposeful sample size of this study was a minimum of four cases, which was
considered acceptable due to the novelty of therapy dog use in early childhood
classrooms, as well as the need to include between four and ten participants in an effort to
adequately analyze the vast amount of data garnered from exhaustive collection processes
(Audet & d’Amboise, 2001). As suggested by Creswell (2013), small sample sizes are
ideal for qualitative research due to time constraints of methods such as face-to-face
interviews, observations, and the depth of information required to make sense of the
subject material in a subjective manner.
Instrumentation
Approval from Walden University’s IRB was sought prior to the collection of any
data. The IRB is a committee established to approve and monitor research, and to ensure
ethical compliance with university standards and federal regulations (Walden University,
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2012, Institutional Review Board section, p. 162). Walden University’s IRB approval
number for this study is 04-07-16-0349605, and it expires on April 6, 2017. The study
was stalled once again until each Letter of Cooperation was received and approved by the
IRB. Upon the four research sites receiving final IRB approval via email, data collection
commenced.
The methodologies associated with this qualitative study were aligned with the
procedures required to seek deeper knowledge of a subject and to make sense of the
phenomena being studied in real-time in its correct context (Denzin, 2006). For data
collection, I was the sole instrument of inquiry used for this study.
Interviews. Interviews were conducted using an interview protocol, which
established details of the date, time, and location of the session, name and pseudonym of
the interviewee, boundaries for the session, including clarification of goals to be
achieved, time limits, and rationale for participant selection. Interviews were conducted
in a location selected by the participants and lasted between 40 and 60 minutes.
Participants were provided a Letter of Informed Consent prior to the interview, stating
that all names and identifying elements were obscured so as to protect their identities and
ensure confidentialities (see Appendix J).
If participants had no questions at that time, they were asked to sign the consent
form if ready to proceed. If participants had any questions, they were encouraged to ask
me at the time of the interview, or they were directed to the appropriate Walden
University representative if they wished to speak privately. Participants were encouraged
to speak openly and freely, and their body language was monitored closely to ensure their
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comfort level was maintained. Lastly, before each session began, participants were
advised that they had the right to withdraw their participation from the study at any time
without being penalized.
A semi-structured format was followed to allow for interviewer flexibility and to
empower participants to provide thick, rich descriptions (Creswell, 2013) of their
previous and current knowledge of therapy dogs, and to expound on their views of
therapy dog use and the support therapy animals provided to the development of their
students. Based on participant responses, additional questions were asked for clarification
purposes or as an inquiry deeper into the issue (2013). Since research questions guide
research and should focus in on the study’s subject matter (Duke University—Thompson
Writing Program, 2014), the semi-structured format circumvented counter-productivity
when supplemental questions were needed to elucidate the context of the study.
Because a researcher does not rely on previously developed instruments
(Creswell, 2013), descriptive, open-ended research questions were developed by the
researcher to enable participants to openly express their thoughts and feelings about the
subject matter (see Appendix K). Initial interview questions garnered participant
demographics and past knowledge of therapy dogs to establish the backdrop for the
study. The following round of interview questions then focused on the study—how
educators use therapy dogs and view the support therapy dogs provide for children’s
social, emotional, and behavioral development. An audio recording was used to fully
capture responses verbatim, and I took field notes to document participants’ nonverbal
cues along with my thoughts (Patton, 2015).
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Observations. Following participant interviews, I took a nonparticipant observer
role as I conducted one observation per classroom. Similar to the interview protocol, an
observation protocol was followed to guide me through each session in a consistent
manner (Creswell, 2007). The observation form established details of the date, time,
location of the session, name and pseudonym of the participant, and boundaries for the
session, including clarification of goals to be achieved and time limits. The protocol form
provided space for recording real-time information and reflexive responses, which helped
me correctly identify important elements and occurrences during data analysis. It also
provided space for me to draw renderings of the classrooms and to document locations of
pertinent interactions between children and the therapy animals.
Observational data was garnered to capture the context (Patton, 2015) of therapy
dogs used in the classroom, classroom arrangement, and the flow of occupants
throughout the room for interaction purposes and deterrents present. An obscure location
within each classroom was established by the educators. The location enabled me to
observe the classroom and all interactions with no intentional communication occurring
between me and the children or therapy dogs during the observation. Observations lasted
between 45-55 minutes at a time when the therapy animal was present. Exact times
observed in the classroom and any interruptions of the therapy dog’s presence were
documented in chapter 4. The final ten minutes of each observation was reserved for
photographing children’s art projects and writing activities, when available, and I
garnered specific information about the artifacts from the educators. Only one educator
had children’s classroom artifacts available, as two of the cases’ classrooms were not
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conducive to creating art or writing pieces, and one case did activities of this nature at the
beginning of the school year, but not at the end.
At the completion of each observation session, I graciously thanked the educator
and children for sharing their space with me and I exited the premises. As a follow-up to
each session, I emailed participants the subsequent steps to the study and information as
what to expect from that point forward. Participants were contacted via email as
supplemental questions arose, and to inform participants of the study’s progress. Upon
the study’s completion, I contacted each participant to schedule a date and time to meet.
At the time of each meeting, I presented them a copy of the study’s results, a fresh copy
of their personal interview transcriptions, and a treat bag for their therapy animal. As a
formality, they were reminded that all hard-copy and electronic documentation would
remain confidential, and all materials would be protected for five years in a locked filing
cabinet. I further explained that, upon the fifth anniversary of dissertation approval, all
documentation would be destroyed, according to Walden University’s research policies.
Because a relationship had been built between me and each participant, I thanked each of
them, presented them a “thank you” note, and encouraged them to keep in touch.
Data Analysis
Upon completion of each interview, data were transferred from the digital
recorder to my personal, password-protected Mac computer as a voice memo. At that
time each recording was deleted from the digital recorder. Because data analysis is an
ongoing and concurrent effort with data collection, I immediately documented reflexive
notes in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to prevent misconstruing facts and meaning of
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data at a later date (Merriam, 2009). Following documentation of personal recollections, I
repeatedly listened to each voice memo and typed each participant’s transcription
verbatim into an individual spreadsheet. According to Merriam (2009), research data
must be organized in a manner that makes sense to the researcher. As such, I elected not
to use QSR NVivo for Mac computers—a qualitative data analysis software package that
organizes and analyzes data collected from qualitative methods such as interviews and
observations (QSR International, 2015)—for a technical error was displayed multiple
times when attempting to upload data into the system. Rather, I chose to use an Excel
spreadsheet due to my in-depth knowledge of its functionality, ease of viewing, sorting,
and moving fields around, as necessary.
Following left-to-right progression, spreadsheet columns were titled: Question
number, interview questions, and P1 through P4 responses. Due to data lengths, each
answer was “wrap text” formatted to fit in one space, regardless of volume. Upon
completion of all transcriptions, each voice memo was listened to a final time to confirm
accuracy. Each file was then saved under P1, P2, and so forth to protect the anonymity
and rights of participants, therapy animals, and research sites. Participants were presented
a copy of their data transcriptions via email to corroborate accuracy in meaning and
interpretation through member checking (Patton, 2015). Modifications provided by
participants via email were inserted into the spreadsheet as directed, which provided an
accurate account of the participants’ viewpoints, thoughts, and feelings. All data was
saved with each update.
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Upon completion of member checking, all responses were transferred to a master
Excel file on my Mac computer. Again, following left-to-right progression, columns in
“Sheet 1—Raw Data” were titled: Question number, interview questions, P1 through P4
interview responses, key words/concepts, patterns, observation notes, and reflexive notes.
A second sheet within the same file, titled “Sheet 2—Analysis,” presented additional
columns to illuminate the connection between findings and research questions, including:
key words, categories, emerging themes, and research question(s) answered.
A within-case analysis was first conducted for each research site. All participant
responses were printed for ease of reading and for highlighting of key words and patterns.
I was aware that each participant would have unique experiences and viewpoints, thus
careful attention was paid to the meaning and context of each response provided. Each
question’s responses were searched multiple times for repeating key words and concepts,
to identify patterns, and to ensure pertinent data was not overlooked. Each key word and
pattern were highlighted and included in their corresponding columns in Sheet 1 in Excel.
Following careful identification of relative data, an inductive analysis garnered 168 key
words and concepts directly related to the research questions posed (Appendix L).
Continual examination and grouping of like terms and concepts led to the development of
19 categorical representations, according to my interpretation of meaning (Appendix M).
The 19 categories were then searched for likenesses and organized around three emerging
themes for P1, P3, and P4; whereas, P2 resulted in four emerging themes, respectively
(Appendix N). The significance of each emerging theme was illuminated as it centered on
and supported the research questions posed (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Emerging Themes and Associations with Research Questions

A therapy dog is an innovative teaching tool
A therapy dog supports children’s social,
emotional, and behavioral development
A therapy dog enhances children’s
experiences

Primary
Q1
XX

Primary
Q2

Sub-Q 1

Sub-Q 2

XX
XX
XX

Following each within-case analysis, a cross-case analysis was conducted. The
purpose of the cross-case analysis was to illustrate similarities and discrepancies, and to
provide a general explanation between all cases to describe how early childhood
educators used therapy dogs and viewed the support therapy dogs offered to children’s
life skills development. Triangulation of interviews, classroom observations, children’s
artifacts, and field notes confirmed categorical representation, which revealed three
overarching themes across all cases, including: a therapy dog (a) is an innovative
teaching tool; (b) supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development; and
(c) enhances children’s experiences.
At the completion of the study, I met with participants to provide a copy of data
collected through live interviews, classroom observations, children’s classroom artifacts,
analytical procedures, and the dissemination of findings. I reminded each participant that
all collected data would be used for no other reason than the purpose originally stated. I
further explained that, upon the fifth anniversary of the study’s completion, all data
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would be destroyed. Though no remuneration was received by the participants, each
therapy dog was presented a treat bag, containing edible dog treats and a random dog toy.
Research Questions
This study analyzed how early childhood educators use therapy dogs and view the
support therapy dogs provide for young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development. These research questions explain (a) how the methodology was used to
answer the primary questions, and (b) validated the conceptual framework.
Primary questions
1. How do early childhood educators successfully integrate therapy dogs into
their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development?
2. What are early childhood educators’ views of the support provided by therapy
dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Subquestions
1. How does classroom arrangement validate educators’ views of how therapy
dogs support children’s development?
2. How do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate
educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development?
A qualitative collective case study design, employing qualitative methods, was
used to address the research questions, as the use of a universal approach enhances the
sophistication of the design (Creswell, 2013). This study was built around the progressive
education theory and the HAB concept, specifically focusing on the extent to which
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therapy dogs are used in early childhood classrooms in Indiana’s public schools and early
education programs.
Dewey’s (1938) progressive education theory, combined with the HAB concept,
guided this study. Dewey’s (1938) progressive education theory centers on the manner by
which children learn from meaningful opportunities within their environment, their lived
experiences, and hands-on activities. Consideration of thoughtfully planned learning
environments, room arrangement, and elements within the environment were examined
as they related to the progressive education theory. The HAB concept, borne from Boris
Levinson’s work as a child psychotherapist, explains how reciprocal relationships are
forged between humans and animals, how they flourish when provided the opportunity to
interact regularly, and the manner in which each party mutually benefits from the
presence of the other. Considered concurrently, this framework provided the platform for
how children and animals benefit bi-directionally, and how a therapy dog can be
purposely and effectually integrated into the classroom environment with intentionality of
supporting children’s holistic development.
Role of the Researcher
As the researcher of this qualitative study, I served as the key instrument for
gathering and analyzing data (Creswell, 2013). The complexities of being both researcher
and key instrument in data collection required that my personal reflexivity be explained,
as necessary. My reflexivity illuminated how my history, values, and beliefs prompted
this investigation, as well as any personal gains I hoped to receive from this research
(2013). I also reflected upon my presence, movements, and speech during interview and
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observation sessions that may have inadvertently elicited certain responses or actions
from the participants (2013).
An ethical consideration of this study was clarified, as my personal work with
rescue dogs in a private preschool program in southeast Indiana was explained in detail,
as needed. As an early childhood educator and proponent for alternative teaching
strategies, I acknowledge the need for educators to help children develop social,
emotional, and behavioral skills, and the need to seek strategies that are universally
recognized, easily implemented, and wholly sustainable. Because my knowledge of the
benefits afforded to children through dog therapy is broad, a detailed explanation of my
background is provided (see Appendix O). Additionally, to minimize bias in personal
opinions, experiences, and data analysis, participants received a copy of the dictation, as
well as a copy of the results to provide clarification and ensure accuracy in content and
meaning in its correct context (Creswell, 2013).
To further minimize bias and increase objectivity, interview sessions were
comprised of open-ended, descriptive questions to empower participants to guide their
own responses and reveal in-depth details about their emotions, experiences, perceptions,
and reasons for their decisions (Patton, 2015). Qualitative methods allowed me to closely
examine the participants’ thoughts and provide a full description of my belief systems
and the participants’ belief systems and meanings within the context of the study.
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Issues of Trustworthiness
Internal Reliability and Validity
While each research method has its own flaws, qualitative research is steeped in
subjectivity. Based on the information obtained and the manner in which it was collected
such as interviews and observations, it was open to researcher bias and misinterpretation.
Additionally, qualitative research lends itself to be relatively small in sample size and not
generalizable across the population at large, thus, for these reasons, care was taken to
ensure internal reliability and validity existed for each study.
Credibility. According to Creswell (2013), at least two validation strategies were
used to accurately document meanings from data obtained and to strengthen credibility.
Although I was solely responsible for gathering data, study validity was increased by
employing a multitude of data collection methods (2013) such as audio recordings of
interview sessions that captured true responses, classroom observations, photographs of
children’s art projects and writing activities, and researcher field notes that describe
participants’ body language and my personal thoughts during interviews and
observations. Member checking was used to confirm data accuracy, as participants were
active members of the process by confirming the exactness of findings and interpretations
(2013).
Transferability. Through use of semi-structured interviews, classroom
observations, children’s classroom artifacts, and my field notes, I sought to obtain rich,
thick descriptions to enable the reader to easily connect the critical elements of the study
and determine if the study may be transferable to other settings (Creswell, 2013). The
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small participant pool, which consisted of four independent cases, was a purposeful
selection from a state-wide search of public schools and independent early education
programs that met identified criteria. Although procedures were originally in place to
rationalize a selection if numerous participants were available, they were not necessary.
Conversely, every participant that met the criteria contributed to this study. Though
small, the sample size was thought to be sufficient, as Creswell (2013) noted that larger
sample sizes dilute the depth of information provided by a qualitative researcher.
Although qualitative research is not intended for generalization as in quantitative studies,
the participant selection process for this study was thoroughly described (2013). Upon
dissemination of the study, members of the public have opportunity to decide for
themselves if this study may be replicated in their own setting.
Dependability. The ever-changing variables associated with a classroom of
young learners led to the dependability of this study. Participant demographics, rich
descriptions of the classroom settings, the makeup of students, and the specificities of the
therapy dogs were garnered through the initial questions posed during the interview
process. Participant interviews, classroom observations, children’s classroom artifacts,
and my field notes were used to triangulate data and validate findings of this study.
Emerging themes were compared against current literature to corroborate, advance, or
disregard the findings, which also strengthened the study.
Confirmability. The confirmability of the study was addressed by purposely
providing detailed explanations of my reflexivity (2013), which established my
motivation for conducting the study and any gains I expected from the results. Any

82
notable likenesses or distinguishable differences to my personal experiences are
presented, as necessary.
Ethical Considerations
Before any data collection occurred, approval from Walden University’s IRB was
sought. Walden University’s IRB approval number for this study is 04-07-16-0349605,
and it expires on April 6, 2017. When I contacted potential participants for this study, I
followed the chain of command. I began with school district superintendents and
proceeded to subsequent levels of administrators and educators upon approval at each
previous level. The chain of command was also followed for obtaining independent early
education program participants, as I began with the program director and proceeded to
the educators. Documentation of emails to be sent to school district superintendents,
school principals, program directors, and early childhood educators are presented in
Appendices A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, and K.
Prior to interview sessions, participants were explained their rights and provided a
Letter of Informed Consent to sign. Participants were treated with utmost respect and
encouraged to speak freely and openly at all times (Creswell, 2013). I forged a
relationship with the participants, which instilled a sense of safety and anonymity (2013),
allowing participants to provide unhindered answers. As such, I continually monitored
the participants’ nonverbal cues to ensure they remained comfortable and relaxed for the
duration of the session. As stated in the Letter of Informed Consent, I explained that
participants were free to exit the study at any time they felt uncomfortable, and they were
free to do so without penalty. Furthermore, to ensure protection and anonymity of
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participants and confidentiality, pseudonyms were assigned to each participant, the
therapy animal, and the research site.
Participants were provided a copy of the research protocol, which addressed data
collection procedures, analytical procedures, and the dissemination of findings. No data
collected will be used for any reason other than the stated purpose of this study. All data
will be stored in hard-copy format and on a removable storage disk in a locked filing
cabinet for five years from completion of the study, which is a Walden University
research policy (Walden University, Walden University Handbook, 2012). Upon the fifth
anniversary of the study’s approval, all data will be destroyed.
Summary
As therapy dogs become more commonplace in an assortment of venues with
diverse populations, it is necessary to look at how therapy dogs are able to support young
children during their most critical developmental years. The methodology for this study
was a qualitative collective case study in an effort to seek varying explanations of the
phenomenon being studied. Data was gathered from two educators who taught in three
Indiana public schools and one educator who taught in an Indiana independent early
education program. This approach was selected to obtain multiple participant views and
extensive data that illuminated the integration processes, views of the support offered by
the therapy dogs, classroom arrangement, and opportunities afforded young children to
forge bonds with the therapy dogs. The progressive education theory and the HAB
concept further corroborated the themes and patterns that emerged from raw data.
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Available research was compared against emerging themes to confirm, improve,
or discount what developed during within-case analyses. Following within-case analyses,
a cross-case analysis was conducted to offer similarities, distinctions, and a general
explanation as to how early childhood educators from varying locations used therapy
dogs and viewed the support therapy dogs offered to children’s life skills development.
As I was the key instrument for data inquiry, analysis, and dissemination, I fully
disclosed my background, values, and belief system that reflected on my motive for
studying this subject, and to add to study validity.
This study’s findings will serve to illuminate therapy dog integration as a vital
part of the early childhood curriculum that supports children’s holistic development. The
advancement of creative practices in the field of early childhood education can provide
educators with a starting point upon which to critique and improve their own classroom
resources, room arrangement, and practices, or opt to forego the practice entirely. This
study will also serve as a conduit through which educators can turn from an academicfocused culture to one of equity in both academics and development. By understanding
how professionals integrate and view therapy dogs as a resource to foster children’s
personal and academic advancement, the possibility exists that an equitable early
education may soon be a realization for children from all walks of life.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
This study’s purpose was to thoroughly examine how educators use therapy dogs
in their early childhood classrooms and to garner their views on the support therapy dogs
provide for young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. Although
therapy animals are used in elementary, secondary, and post-secondary classrooms, little
is known about how they are used to help children’s intra- and interpersonal development
during their most critical years of development. According to Bramwell et al. (2011),
teachers and students can mutually benefit when creative outlets, such as therapy animals,
are used in conjunction with educational theories that guide best practices.
The methodology used in this study addressed the two research questions: (a)
How do early childhood educators successfully integrate therapy dogs into their program
to support young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development? and (b) What
are early childhood educators’ views of the support provided by therapy dogs for
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development? Two secondary questions were
used to confirm or discount the educators’ initial responses: (a) How does classroom
arrangement validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s
development? and (b) How do interactions between children and therapy dogs
substantiate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development?
The study’s findings are presented in five sections. Section 1 lists the participants’
demographics, including education and work history, knowledge of therapy animals prior
to using them in the classroom, animal demographics, and the premise and method for
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obtaining and using a therapy animal in the classroom. Section 2 illuminates the research
methodology, including the process for procuring research sites and participants, data
collection, and within- and cross-case analysis procedures. Section 3 presents evidence of
trustworthiness, including the study’s credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. Section 4 presents a within-case analysis of each participant, highlighting
themes representative of the data and how they relate to the research questions. Section 5
presents a cross-case analysis of each participant, which depicts similarities,
discrepancies and disparities, and a general explanation about how early childhood
educators use and view therapy dogs to support children’s life skills development.
Participant Demographics
Participant demographics are presented in Table 2. Pseudonyms were used to
protect anonymity and the rights of participants, therapy animals, and research sites.
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Table 2
Participant Demographics

Therapy dog’s
name
Education

Total no. of
years teaching
No. of years at
this venue
Teaching venue
Venue location

Participant 1
(P1)
Crinkle

Participant 2
(P2)
Opey

Participant 3
(P3)
Wendy

Participant 4
(P4)
Wendy

B.A.
Secondary
Education for
K-12
29 years

B.A. Elementary
Education & Mild
Intervention;
working toward
M.A. School
Counseling
8 years

B.A. Physical
Education;
Minor in
Adaptive
Physical
Education
11 years

B.A. Physical
Education;
Minor in
Adaptive
Physical
Education
11 years

19 years

8 years

11 years

11 years

Public school

Public school
Suburban,
northern
Indiana
1

Independent Public school
education
program
Rural, central Suburban,
Indiana
northern Indiana
8

12

Suburban,
northern
Indiana
12

K-3

K-3

1st Grade

Emotionally
disabled
classroom
Golden Doodle

Special needs
classroom

Type of dog

3 mos. to 5
years
7 typical; 1
tested for
autism
Havanese

Status of dog

Therapy Dog

Therapy Dog

Physically
disabled
classroom
Black
Lab/Golden
Retriever
Facility Dog

No. of children
in classroom
Age group of
children
Important notes
of children

Black
Lab/Golden
Retriever
Facility Dog
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P1 and Crinkle
P1 was a seasoned educator who taught children from birth to age five for the past
29 years. Of those 29 years, the last 19 years have been spent at the private early
education program I visited in rural, central Indiana. At this venue P1 filled dual roles as
both owner/director and educator where a multi-age classroom for eight children, ranging
in age from three months to five years, was taught. To prepare for this career, P1 earned a
Bachelor of Arts in Secondary Education for K-12 children, as well as completed
additional early childhood education courses to fulfill job requirements.
P1’s knowledge of therapy animals originated from the spouse’s work with the
family’s Newfoundland Hound-mix, which had also been certified at an earlier date to do
work as a therapy animal. Learning and understanding how the animal’s presence
affected others, P1 was moved to obtain a therapy animal for the classroom. A purebred
Havanese was purchased for approximately $2,000 from a breeder to be certified as a
therapy animal for work in nursing homes and hospitals. Weekly obedience training
sessions were attended at the local dog club until Crinkle was ready for therapy animal
evaluation during a quarterly certification session. Upon receiving status as a therapy
animal, Crinkle provided therapy to nursing home and hospital residents, and then
quickly moved inside the classroom to provide support for young children.
Because P1 owned the early education program, no further administrative
permission was needed to incorporate a therapy animal into the curriculum. Rather, for
current families enrolled in the program, P1 mentioned that “the parents knew the kids
were with the dogs,” so no formal request for permission was made. All subsequent
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families that inquired about enrollment were made aware of Crinkle’s presence during
initial interview sessions with the director at which time they had the option to enroll or
bypass the program. P1 found that using a breed of dog that was child-friendly and
achieved therapy dog status provided the backdrop for optimum benefits on multiple
levels. Not only did Crinkle’s presence excite the children and parents, but his therapy
animal status was an asset when obtaining insurance. P1 stated, “If I had a breed of dog
that was not conducive to children, then I would not be able to get insurance.” To-date,
obtaining insurance has not been an issue.
Based on Crinkle’s obedience and skill level, P1 declared that “it was natural to
have him” as part of the early learning program. According to P1, “Another avenue to
teach the children how to have empathy for others, how to treat others, and another tool
to bring light to how you want children to behave” was wanted.
P2 and Opey
P2 was also a seasoned educator who has been employed in the same public
elementary school for the past eight years, which was located in a suburban area in
northern Indiana. P2’s educational background laid the framework for work in a multiage classroom for twelve emotionally disabled (ED) children, better known as K-3 Skills
for Success. Preparation for this career included an earned Bachelor of Arts in
Elementary Education and Mild Intervention, which were both needed for dual licensure.
At the time of this study, P2 was completing classes to obtain a Master of Arts in School
Counseling.
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P2 learned about the work of therapy animals from a previous school
administrator. The administrator was also a dog breeder who would “bring her dogs to
our room for us to read to, and she had some of her dogs certified, and she took them to
nursing homes, to the public library, things like that. So, she kind of put the thought of
having a dog here in our ears.” During one of the puppy’s visits, the teachers collectively
chose the darkest puppy to be the school’s official therapy dog, and a coworker agreed to
be its caretaker. Knowing how therapy animals impact children, the teachers sought
superintendent approval to use the therapy animal at the school on a consistent basis. The
superintendent said, unequivocally, “Absolutely! Just do it!”
Opey was a four-year-old Golden Doodle that grew up in the halls of the
participant’s school. He was purchased as a puppy from the previous
administrator/breeder for approximately $1,000 with funds from a corporation account
established for special education purposes. Opey went through obedience training in a
northern Indiana town with his caretaker while maintaining socialization with students
and staff at the participant’s school on a daily basis during the school year. To the best of
P2’s knowledge, no special insurance was needed for him to be on the school’s premises.
P2 said that, after the administrator left her post, “It was put into writing at that point that
the dog [officially] belonged to” the educator who cared for him from the point of
purchase.
P2 noted that everyone was on board with the decision to integrate Opey into the
program, and P2 was further declared, “To this day we have never had any backlash or
questioning from parents, because the kids go home and they’ll be excited about it, too.”
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When asked what factor(s) convinced P2 to integrate a therapy animal into the classroom,
P2 responded, “We saw the impact that it makes, and I’ve seen it multiple times when
kids are upset, or having a meltdown, and we bring Opey near, and it’s like instant calm!”
P2 explained that the students have seen things they should never have had to see at this
age, thereby they “have emotional disabilities for a reason,” so Opey is used to the fullest
extent to make a difference in their lives.
P3 and Wendy
Working with students from kindergarten through Grade 12 is an opportunity P3
has had for the past 11 years. P3 has been employed in the same public school
corporation in northern Indiana for 11 years as an Adaptive Physical Education Teacher.
In this setting, located in a suburban area in northern Indiana, P3 taught 12 special needs
children in their physical education class. Before launching this career, P3 obtained a
Bachelor of Arts in Physical Education and a minor in Adaptive Physical Education. This
prepared P3 for work with a diverse student population.
Before obtaining this animal, P3’s knowledge of therapy animals was extensive,
as a colleague had already been using a therapy animal in her classroom, and a student
had a service dog while at school. It wasn’t until P3 visited the Canine Companions for
Independence (CCI) booth at a disability expo that the consideration for employing a
therapy animal for the classroom became serious. After perusing the facility animal flyer
offered at the CCI booth, P3 knew a therapy animal was a resource that could prove to be
invaluable for the special needs students.

92
Following superintendent approval to proceed, P3 began a lengthy one-year
application process to obtain a therapy animal through CCI. The result was Wendy, a
two-year-old, black lab/golden retriever facility dog. According to Assistance Dogs
International (ADI), a facility dog is trained to work with a handler in a health, human
services, or educational setting for various audiences (ADI, 2016). Wendy was born in
California and sent to a puppy raiser in Ohio who taught her general obedience skills.
Shortly, thereafter, Wendy was enrolled in an intensive, six-month service dog training.
P3 spent the last week of training with Wendy to learn the intricacies of this new
companion. P3 contended that benefits of receiving Wendy from CCI included no
purchase price since CCI maintained official ownership, CCI paid all insurance premiums
to have her in place, and CCI was responsible for all major medical bills.
Reflecting on what confirmed the integration of a therapy animal into the
curriculum, P3 stated, “I always thought it would be fun for the kids to actually run and
exercise with the dog, [and then] I thought, “Wow! Let’s try this! Let’s do it!”” Though
the process was complex, it resulted in something that P3 never thought would happen—
that an adaptive physical education teacher would have a therapy animal to support the
students’ various needs.
P4 and Wendy
P4 represented two cases—P3 and P4. Wendy, the facility dog, was used for both
cases, although the audiences encompassed children with diverse needs and abilities.
When not working with a group of K-3 special needs students in one elementary school,
P4 could be found working one-on-one with a physically disabled boy from another
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elementary school. Prior knowledge of therapy animals and their innate ability to calm,
inspire, and motivate was the driving force to pursue Wendy as a vital part of the
curriculum. As previously mentioned, P4 relied on a bidirectional line of communication
to inform and update administrators and educators, as needed, while also preparing them
for the new curricular component. According to P4, the premise for obtaining a therapy
animal centered on what the animal would do, and how the animal would do it. P4 stated
that this decision has never been regretted.
Overview of Research Methodology
In an effort to explain the phenomenon of using a therapy animal in the early
childhood classroom, exhaustive collection processes were desired to garner thick, rich
descriptions in the participants’ real-time natural setting. As such, a collective case study
was the ideal approach for this study, as it provided a deep portrayal of therapy animal
integration processes and thoughts from multiple participants with varied audiences.
Procuring Research Sites and Participants
Indiana public schools. A comprehensive list of 462 Indiana public schools
located on the IDOE website was reduced to 372 Indiana schools that contained a
minimum of a kindergarten classroom (IDOE, 2015). The superintendents of 372 schools
were contacted via email to inquire whether their program met criteria for the study, and
to ask permission for continuance of the study at their respective school(s). Results from
the 372 emails sent included: 307 emails remained unanswered; 31 emails had an email
delivery failure; 15 emails prompted an automated “out of town” response with no further
correspondence; and 19 superintendents responded with written messages. The written
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messages included: eight superintendents whose schools did not use therapy animals; one
superintendent whose school did not use therapy animals but asked for assistance in
setting up a program in her school; five superintendents who were not interested in
participating; four superintendents who granted permission but were excluded due to the
animal used in the wrong grade, or not used regularly; and one superintendent who
granted permission for three of her elementary schools to participate, all of which were
research sites for this study.
The superintendent with viable candidates for participation was provided a Letter
of Cooperation via email, which was completed and submitted directly to, and approved
by, the Walden University IRB. The three elementary school principals were then
contacted to ask permission for continuance of the study at their respective schools and to
request contact information for educators who met the criteria. Because two principals
provided the name of the same educator who taught in each of their schools, the educator
was contacted and asked to participate as a separate case study for each school. Upon
receiving agreement for participation in the study from the two candidates, dates and
times were scheduled to conduct interviews and classroom observations. At the time of
our initial encounter, participants were explained their rights, according to the Letter of
Informed Consent for Participants, they were asked to sign the document, and they were
encouraged to ask questions before data collection commenced.
Indiana independent early education programs. A list of 160 independent
early education programs with a Level 3 or Level 4 Paths to Quality status that
maintained an online profile were obtained from the IACCRR website (IACCRR, 2016).
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The 160 program directors were contacted via email to ascertain whether their program
met the study’s criteria and to verify interest in the study. Results from the 160 emails
sent included the following: 147 emails remained unanswered; two emails had an email
delivery failure; one email prompted an automated “out of town” response with no
further correspondence; and 10 directors responded with written messages. The written
messages included: six directors whose programs did not use therapy animals; one
director whose program used therapy animals but had not been using them regularly; one
director whose program wanted to participate but did not use therapy animals; one
director whose program was excluded due to non-submittal of the Letter of Cooperation
to IRB; and one director whose program met all criteria and was used as a research site
for this study.
The director was provided a Letter of Cooperation via email, which was
completed and submitted directly to, and approved by, the Walden University IRB.
Because the director served dual roles as owner/director and educator, the participant was
also provided a letter of agreement for participation. Once the agreement was signed and
secured, dates and times were scheduled to conduct an interview and classroom
observation. During our initial encounter, the participant’s rights were explained,
according to the Letter of Informed Consent for Participants, the document was signed,
and the participant was encouraged to ask questions before data collection commenced.
According to Audet and d’Amboise (2001), the suggested sample size for collective case
studies is between four and ten participants, thus the small size for this study (n = 4) was
adequate.
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Data Collection
Interviews. The methodologies associated with this qualitative study were
aligned with the procedures required to seek deeper knowledge of a subject and to make
sense of the phenomenon being studied in real-time in its correct context (Denzin, 2006).
Individual interviews were conducted with each participant, guided by the use of an
interview protocol. P1 and P2 chose to do their interviews inside their respective
classrooms while observing their students during pre-established routine periods.
Interviews with P3 and P4 were conducted in a quiet room located in the school office.
All observations lasted between 40 and 60 minutes and were audio-recorded on a digital
recorder for ease of mobility and quality of sound. Participant responses were captured
verbatim, while field notes were taken to acknowledge points of importance, participant
nonverbal cues, and my own thoughts. To elucidate responses that focused on the
phenomenon studied and to maintain flexibility to interject clarification questions as
needed, a semi-structured format was followed. Open-ended questions were asked, and
participants were encouraged to expound on their experiences, thoughts, and feelings
about the subject matter.
Observations. A classroom observation was conducted at each research site to
capture therapy animals in real-time settings, classroom arrangement, and the flow of
occupants throughout the room. The educators established an obscure location within
each classroom where I could clearly view my surroundings and garner data without
distracting the children or educators. I used an observation protocol to guide my reflexive
responses, to record what was witnessed in real-time, and to identify important elements
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and occurrences of the occupants. Prior to note taking, I sketched the classroom, which
illustrated where therapy animals and children were located and the locations of
interactions between them. All observations lasted between 45 and 55 minutes, and all
therapy animals were present for the duration of each observation with the exception of
Crinkle in P1’s classroom. Crinkle was permitted to enter and exit the room at will, or
when P1 gave a command for him to be present or exit the room, thus Crinkle was
present for approximately 35 minutes of the 55-minute interview session.
Children’s artifacts. The final ten minutes of each observation were used to
photograph children’s art or writing projects that centered on the therapy animal’s
presence. Photographs were only taken of children’s artwork in P1’s classroom, as no
projects were available in other classrooms. P2 explained that students completed art and
writing projects at the beginning of the school year to help them understand what a
therapy animal was and why it was there, but they did not focus on those types of
activities toward the end of the school year. Similarly, P3 and P4 had no art or writing
activities available, as the classrooms consisted of the gymnasium and outdoor spaces,
which were not conducive to these project types.
Data Analysis
Upon completion of each interview, data were transferred from the digital
recorder to my personal, password-protected Mac computer as a voice memo. At that
time each recording was deleted from the digital recorder. Because data analysis is an
ongoing and concurrent effort with data collection, I immediately documented reflexive
notes in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to prevent misconstruing facts and meaning of
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data at a later date (Merriam, 2009). Following the documentation process of personal
recollections, I repeatedly listened to each voice memo and typed each participant’s
transcription verbatim into an individual spreadsheet. According to Merriam (2009),
research data must be organized in a manner that makes sense to the researcher. As such,
an Excel spreadsheet was selected due to my knowledge of its functionality, ease of
viewing, sorting, and moving fields around, as necessary.
Following left-to-right progression, spreadsheet columns were titled: Question
number, interview questions, and P1 through P4 responses. Due to data lengths, each
answer was “wrap text” formatted to fit in one space, regardless of volume. Upon
completion of all transcriptions, each voice memo was listened to a final time to confirm
accuracy. Each file was then saved under P1, P2, and so forth to protect the anonymity
and rights of participants, therapy animals, and research sites. Participants were presented
a copy of their data transcriptions via email to corroborate accuracy in meaning and
interpretation through member checking (Patton, 2015). Modifications provided by
participants via email were inserted into the spreadsheet as directed, which provided an
accurate account of the participants’ viewpoints, thoughts, and feelings. All data was
saved with each update.
Upon completion of member checking, all responses were transferred to a master
Excel file on my Mac computer. Two sheets were assigned to this file: (a) “Sheet 1—
Raw Data,” and (b) “Sheet 2—Analysis.” Following left-to-right progression, columns in
Sheet 1 were titled: Question number, interview questions, and P1 through P4 interview
responses, key words/concepts, patterns, observation notes, and reflexive notes. Columns
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in Sheet 2 were titled: Key words, categories, emerging themes, and research question(s)
answered.
A within-case analysis was first conducted for each research site. All participant
responses were printed for ease of reading and highlighting of key words and patterns. I
was aware that each participant would have unique experiences and viewpoints, thus
careful attention was paid to the meaning of each response given. Each question’s
responses were searched multiple times for repeating key words and concepts, to identify
patterns, and to ensure that pertinent data was not overlooked. Each key word and pattern
were highlighted and included in the appropriate columns in Sheet 1. Pertinent phrases
and quotes were highlighted on the printed document in a different color for ease of
viewing and manual sorting. This data was not transferred into the Excel file, but it was
used in the determination of categories and themes.
Following careful identification of relative data, an inductive analysis garnered
168 key words and concepts directly related to the research questions posed. Continual
examination and grouping of like terms and concepts led to the development of 19
categorical representations, according to my interpretation of meaning. The 19 categories
were then searched and organized around three emerging themes for P1, P3, and P4;
whereas, P2 resulted in four emerging themes, respectively. The significance of each
emerging theme was illuminated as it corresponded to the research questions.
Following each within-case analysis, a cross-case analysis was conducted. The
purpose of the cross-case analysis was to illustrate similarities and discrepancies, and to
provide a general explanation between all cases to describe educators’ use and views of
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therapy dogs to support children’s life skills development. Triangulation of interviews,
classroom observations, children’s artifacts, and field notes confirmed categorical
representation as interpreted in the correct context of the subject. If a category was
relatable to multiple themes, key words and concepts within each category were searched
again for relevance to the categories, and then against the themes to ensure validity.
Three overarching themes emerged, suggesting a therapy dog: (a) is an innovative
teaching tool; (b) supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development; and
(c) enhances children’s experiences.
Table 3
Categories Used to Determine Emerging Themes
A Therapy Dog is an
Innovative Teaching Tool

A Therapy Dog Supports
Children’s Social, Emotional,
and Behavioral Development

A Therapy Dog
Enhances Children’s
Experiences

Teacher approach to dog
use
Academic support

Social support
Emotional support

Responsibilities learned
from dog
Child-dog connections

Strategy to use a therapy
animal
Classroom arrangement

Descriptors of dogs in the
classroom
Behavioral support

Staff views of dogs’
impact on students
Dog helps children to...

Teaching strategies

Classroom environment
descriptors

Development plans

Specific tasks for
children to care for dog
Personal care

Educators’ prior knowledge
of therapy animals

Staff views of dogs’
impact on staff
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Issues of Trustworthiness
While each research method has its own flaws, qualitative research is steeped in
subjectivity. Based on the information obtained and the manner in which it was collected
such as interviews and observations, it was open to my own biases and unintentional
misinterpretation. Additionally, qualitative research lends itself to be relatively small in
sample size and not generalizable across the population at large. It is for these reasons
that care was taken to ensure internal reliability and validity existed for this study.
Credibility
According to Creswell (2013), at least two validation strategies should be used to
accurately document meanings from data obtained and strengthen credibility. I was solely
responsible for gathering data, thus study validity was increased by employing a
multitude of data collection methods (2013), such as audio recordings of interview
sessions that captured verbatim responses, classroom observations, photographs of
children’s art and writing projects, and researcher field notes that described important
aspects of the interview and my thoughts during interview sessions and observations.
Member checking was used to confirm data accuracy, as participants were active
members of the process by confirming the exactness of findings and interpretations
(2013).
Transferability
Based on data garnered from semi-structured interviews, classroom observations,
children’s classroom artifacts, and researcher field notes, I sought to obtain detailed
descriptions of the participants’ experiences and thoughts to enable the reader to easily
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connect the critical elements of the study and determine if the study might be transferable
to other settings (Creswell, 2013). The small participant pool, which consisted of three
educators who represented four independent cases, was a purposeful selection from a
state-wide search that met identified criteria. Though small, this study’s sample size of
four cases was thought to be sufficient, as Creswell (2013) noted that larger sample sizes
dilute the depth of information garnered. Although qualitative research is not intended for
generalization as in quantitative studies (2013), the participant selection process for this
study was thoroughly described. Members of the public have the opportunity to decide
for themselves if this study may be replicated in their own setting.
Dependability
The ever-changing variables associated with a classroom of young learners led to
the dependability of the study. Participant demographics, rich descriptions of the
classroom settings, the makeup of students, and the specificities of the animals were
garnered through the interview process. Participant interviews, classroom observations,
children’s classroom artifacts, and my field notes were used to triangulate data; to
corroborate, advance, or contradict what emerged; and to validate findings of this study,
which strengthened its dependability.
Confirmability
The confirmability of this study was addressed by purposely providing detailed
explanations of researcher reflexivity (Creswell, 2013). Researcher reflexivity established
my motivation for conducting this study and presented any gains I expected from the
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results. Any notable likenesses or distinguishable differences to my experiences are
presented, as necessary, to add to the validity of the study.
Within-Case Analysis Results
Using a therapy animal in the early childhood classroom is a new phenomenon,
thus exhaustive collection processes were used to garner in-depth descriptions in each
participants’ real-time natural setting. As such, the cases provided a deep portrayal of
therapy animal integration processes and thoughts from educators with diverse student
populations. The significance of emerging themes from all cases were elucidated as they
support the research questions posed.
P1 and Crinkle
An innovative teaching tool. P1 was adamant that Crinkle was a staple item in
the multi-aged classroom of eight children, ranging in age from three months to five
years, as “it was natural to have him” in the program. In describing why a therapy animal
was chosen to use at all, P1 responded that a therapy animal is “another avenue to teach
the children how to have empathy for others,
how to treat others, and another tool to bring
light of how you want children to behave.”
In an effort to explain how Crinkle was
effectively integrated into the program, P1
contended that Crinkle was decisively
integrated into the program to serve as a role
model for the children. Initially, P1 stated that Crinkle was used “when I need him,” but
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that statement was retracted when P1 declared that Crinkle is naturally integrated into the
children’s learning “all throughout the day.” P1 reiterated multiple times that “all
throughout the day there are little snippets of teachable moments,” and those were the
critical elements of his presence.
As I looked around the classroom during my visit, no visible sign of a dog bed,
special pillow, or kennel area indicated that Crinkle had a dedicated location within the
classroom. When asked how the room was arranged to accept an animal into the routine,
P1 responded:
It’s just a big open room, and I’m not sure I arranged it in any specific way for
pertaining to the animal. This particular room is just an open room; kids can play;
the dog can play. He’s allowed to go in and out when he wants, [...] but that’s not
really arranging the room, it’s just schedule.
During my visit, I observed Crinkle lying amongst the children as they gathered for story
time. As I watched the class sit in a half circle around P1 and listen to the stories, Biscuit,
and Clifford’s Manners, P1 related all aspects of Clifford’s activities back to Crinkle and
the children. For instance, when P1 asked the kids what they would say if they lost a
game, one child looked at Crinkle and answered, “Oh, shucks!”
P1 admitted that, instead of using established lesson plans every day, “I weave it
[Crinkle] in, and I could probably do more of what I did today, as I don’t always do that,”
but Crinkle has become a big part of the activity centers, particularly the reading center
when children are doing independent reading. P1 confirmed that Crinkle especially
enjoyed the quiet aspect of the reading center, for “if a kid’s in here reading a book, a lot
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of times the dog will come in here and lie down on here (P1 motioned to a regular sized
decorative pillow) and lies beside them while they’re reading.” According to P1,
scheduled time to use Crinkle was an asset to the program, but chance occurrences for
teachable moments were even more powerful.
Although no specific written lesson plan was used to address a particular theme
each day, Crinkle was always a routine element used for “teachable moments” on many
levels, as “he’s integrated all throughout the day,” every day. To help young children
better understand a lesson, P1 explained, “I’ve learned how to break down a lesson into
real simple terms and focus on just one piece of a teachable moment.” Comprehensive
lessons spanned from academic instruction, to social and emotional development, to care
and respect for nature in all forms. For instance, if a child walked up and hit Crinkle, P1
would use that incident as a teachable moment. P1 refrained from using only words to
show proper handling of the dog, and instead demonstrated what “nice touch” was,
reinforced the positive actions, and praised the child’s efforts to mimic. Having Crinkle
integrated into the program has been “all positive, because teaching lifelong skills is so
important for them.”
Based on the fact that no particular plan was in place to integrate Crinkle, and
given that room arrangement was not a consideration, the positive effects Crinkle had on
the children and the program were obvious. I observed an older boy retrieve a dog hand
puppet and dance around like Crinkle did during snack time. A little girl standing nearby,
watching the boy, shouted, “Dance, puppy, dance!” which mimicked how Crinkle danced
for treats the kids were offering him earlier in the day.
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Another visible display of the children’s feelings toward Crinkle were the pieces
of artwork exhibited in the art center. Many artifacts displayed crayon-drawn cats and
dogs with symbolic representations of dog and cat hugs, dog bones, hearts spread about
white art paper (see Appendix S). For those children too young to draw realistic
renderings or even symbolic shapes of dogs or associated concepts, P1 drew pictures
similar to the other children’s creations for the younger children to color. P1 explained
that a book, Sharing Your Treats Feels Good, was shared with the class, which
exemplified how good it makes one feel to share toys and treats with friends. Following
the story, the kids illustrated the book’s meaning, which conveyed their sentiment about
their friends and Crinkle.
Supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. Teaching
academics is important, but other components are equally important. P1 contended that
“empathy and [understanding] teachable moments are the two most important things that
children need going into kindergarten.” According to P1, little snippets of social,
emotional, and behavioral learning occurred daily, much of the time unintentional. P1
used the example that, as they prepare for meals, children have an open discussion about
what Crinkle would eat, how much he should be fed, how much water he should get, and
how they should all work together to take care of him. By using Crinkle as the model, P1
taught responsibility and built children’s self-esteem by permitting and encouraging them
to manage various tasks that centered on Crinkle’s care and nurturance.
P1 maintained that two of the most important developmental components Crinkle
brought to the classroom were communication and how to treat others. The social-
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emotional component of a therapy animal has immeasurable benefits. P1 reiterated that
children have to know how to watch for signs, for verbal and nonverbal cues of others, to
fully understand and learn how to treat them, and then to think about consequences.
Based on my observation, Crinkle’s presence, or lack thereof, prompted conversations on
topics rooted in being kind, listening, and watching for verbal and nonverbal cues. In
P1’s words:
It’s another avenue, another teaching tool, or another method to get them to think
about how to treat others. Well, the children are learning snippets all throughout
the day. I mean teaching children academics to get ready for kindergarten is
wonderful, and we do that, but teaching them how to get along and treat others is
so much more important.
Having Crinkle in the classroom has helped the children learn responsibility and has
helped them strengthen their communication skills and proper engagement with others. It
has also allowed P1 to reinforce what relationships and friendships mean, and to help
children understand love of self and love of others.
According to P1, “the kids all love the cats and the dogs,” but “the little kids are
just on a different level of understanding than the older kids, [so] it’s a different bond
than the older school-age children.” P1 shared the sentiment felt by the children when
P1’s Newfoundland Hound-mix had passed away a year earlier. They “were really sad,
because they have a better understanding of love, and the dog’s gone now. They actually
cried and showed emotions.” When asked about another little boy who displayed kind
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gestures to a younger child, P1 stated, “I would like to say that [the little boy’s] skills are
stronger because of the therapy animal.”
Enhances children’s experiences. According to P1, children’s experiences with
Crinkle occur throughout the classroom at various times and locations during the day, and
they primarily stem from child directives. During my visit, seven children asked the
teacher multiple times if they could help walk or feed Crinkle. P1 was happy to oblige
their requests, but they had to wait patiently and take turns with their friends. After P1
attached the leash to Crinkle’s collar, the children waited patiently as the first child
walked Crinkle around the room before handing the leash to the next child.
Confirming how Crinkle affected the children directly, P1 elaborated that they
begin to think about and understand themselves and others, they are mindful of their
actions, and they learn responsibilities that will last a lifetime. P1 further expounded that
Crinkle’s presence has been important for the children to form bonds with and have
positive, lasting experiences that, “as they get older, they can remember and recall.”
P2 and Opey
An innovative teaching tool. P2 explained that a therapy animal was wanted in
the classroom for years, for P2 “saw the
impact it makes” on children who were
unable to manage on their own. But, as the
opportunity to acquire a therapy dog began
to present itself, nothing special was done
to incorporate the dog into the respective
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classroom. No specific plan. No particular classroom arrangement. P2 explained, “I
haven’t really had to do anything special for him to be in here,” because “he’s easygoing,
so he doesn’t care where he lays.” P2 pointed to a bean bag and said, “If I didn’t have
that bean bag there, he would just be chillin’ on the floor.”
What initially began as unspecified interspersion amongst P2’s 12 emotionally
disabled students quickly became full integration into the class routine. As P2 explained,
“We just kind of stuck him into that reading rotation of five 20-minute blocks, so he’s
just become one of their rotations.” He inadvertently became the “someone in the read to
someone block, and the spot for him is very beneficial,” P2 stated. In that respect, Opey
became “part of the curriculum,” which consisted of 180 afternoons spent with 12
children who “can’t handle reading to each other at this point” due to their emotional
disabilities.
During my visit, I observed three boys taking turns sitting by Opey’s side. Two
boys read several books to Opey, while one boy only laid by Opey’s side and covered
him up with multiple blankets. After a
rotation switch occurred, another boy held a
book in his lap with one hand, while his
other hand was stroking Opey’s fur over
and again. P2 explained that “sometimes he
becomes a distraction, but it’s rare,” and it
was obvious that the kids were focused on their task while by Opey’s side.
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Again, although Opey served a useful role in the reading rotation, P2 explained
that he was used as a motivational tool as well. Because “the kids know that he comes in
the afternoon, he’s also a good incentive” to help the kids get their work done in order to
spend time with him. P2 made a point to explain that academics were second in the
classroom behind attention to behavior, but that’s where Opey played his second role. P2
contended that Opey was viewed as “an incentive, a motivation, a reward for just your
normal day, but, when it comes to a meltdown, he’s a need, I guess, at that point.”
Improves program climate. In P2’s classroom, Opey not only fills a role as a
listener for readers, or as a motivator for other academic pursuits, but he also serves as a
classroom management tool, because he has “that calming attribute, [so] he’s used to
calm.” For example, “anytime there was any sort of meltdown beginning, Opey would
completely change that kid.” P2 emphasized that all children respond differently to Opey,
of course, but ten of the twelve students have been positively affected by Opey’s
presence. P2 pointed to two students and commented, “These two autistic, little
kindergarten kids over here, they don’t really care about him, so it’s like...I don’t waste a
spot with them with Opey, because they don’t care.” P2 followed up by explaining,
“Some of the kids really like him and enjoy the time, and others are just like,
“whatever.””
Even the staff are directly affected by Opey’s presence, as “he’s a huge part of
staff morale,” and “he makes us smile, he makes us laugh.” P2 explained, “If I’m having
a stressful day, I’ll sit down with him and just rub him and lay with him, and I’ll put my
arm around him, because he’s just a stress reliever for all of us.” P2 emphasized that the
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classroom was a “high stress environment with these kids,” so resources such as Opey are
openly welcomed.
Supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. The
classroom has remained flexible in its use of Opey, for if others in the school ever needed
his assistance, Opey was made readily available to them. P2 shared this example:
Like we had about a month ago, three kiddos start here that were from Italy, so
they knew no English. One was in [the principal’s] office crying, so I just ran in
here, grabbed Opey, and so for even in that situation, the kiddo said “dog” in
Italian, and I can’t remember what [the word] is, but it calmed him down.
P2 noted that this type of calming effect was normal for Opey, regardless if the kids were
from general education classes or a special needs classroom. P2 explained that some of
the students simply needed a “down station” where they could come back from being
mainstreamed to calm themselves, since “gen ed can be a high stress situation for a lot of
these kids.” That was Opey’s role. The kids learned that Opey was a resource to help
them “relax a little bit to decompress” after their time away from their primary class. P2
reiterated:
That’s what we do all day is work on their behaviors. That’s why we’re here.
That’s our number one focus, interacting with each other, interacting with adults,
interacting with the dog. Academics is definitely second in here, so all day long
we’re working on behaviors and those social interactions with each other. Yeah,
that’s their biggest needs.
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P2 asked a rhetoric question, “If a dog were a cure-all, we’d all have dogs, right?” P2
then laughed and answered, “But overall, it does make a difference.”
P2 clarified that “sometimes Opey becomes a distraction, but it’s rare.” For the
most part, the children are positively affected by his presence. P2 noted, “Their attitudes
are different around him, they’re laughing, they’re happy, they’re excited.”
Enhances children’s experiences. When asked how the children are afforded
opportunities to form bonds with Opey, P2 motioned to a little boy lying down beside
Opey, hugging him, and said, “He’s a vital part of their lives. As you can see, they love
him; they want to take care of him; they
want to nurture him, and he loves it.” It was
further expressed that “it’s weird if there’s a
day when we don’t have him in here, they
get upset.” P2 noted that the bonds they
have formed with Opey have been
meaningful and lasting, and “I’ve had that other years, too.” P2 shared a moving example
of a child whose bond with Opey was incredibly powerful and deep:
I just keep thinking of a kiddo I had last year. Both of his parents lost their rights.
He was put in foster care homes. There was every type of abuse you can think of.
He was in a home where meth was being cooked. Anything bad... I mean I would
go into more detail if you’d like, but what Opey did for him, it was incredible.
This particular child would get very violent toward anything. Anything and
everything. Nothing would bring him out of it but Opey. Nothing. I still talk to
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this child who is at a different school and with a new family. He was just adopted,
and he’ll still ask about Opey. So, Opey made a huge impact.
P2 noted that “most of the kids in here have heartbreaking stories, so Opey is just a bright
spot in their day.” Having Opey matters greatly to the classroom climate, to the children’s
personal development, and to the educator because of his instinctually helpful demeanor.
P3 and Wendy
An innovative teaching tool. Being permitted to obtain a service dog for the
adaptive physical education students was a pleasant surprise to P3. While explaining the
process for integrating Wendy into the routine, P3 contended, “I still do the same things,
nothing really has changed” since Wendy was initially integrated, but “I think the skills
are being completed more, I guess, because Wendy motivates the kids to actually do
them.” Wendy’s natural ability to motivate kids to engage in activities and to
enthusiastically complete their exercises has been wonderful, but “communication was
probably the biggest” reason for wanting a therapy animal. Of course, there were things
that P3 would not do such as “put Wendy with the kids who don’t want her, [because]
they’re not animal lovers, and they still do their job with or without Wendy.” According
to P3, Wendy was a natural fit in the routine, because “I rely on her so much that I don’t
know how I teach without her.”
Because of Wendy’s training and skills, P3 noted, “I enter individual education
plans (IEPs) and there’s goals that are written that incorporate Wendy, and I would have
to eliminate those if she wasn’t there.” The goals included tasks centered on Wendy’s
care that would force students to think about daily activities, routines, goals for living.
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According to P3, the students learned the “responsibility of taking care of somebody, and
putting somebody other than themselves first.”
Additionally, due to Wendy’s presence in the classroom, P3 “threw in a Wendy
reader” to give students an opportunity to read with Wendy while waiting for a turn on
the limited number of bikes. This activity gave the students an opportunity to have oneon-one time with Wendy while focusing on academics. If there were days when Wendy
was not present at school, P3 explained “the kids would be devastated, like, “Wait, it’s
my turn, my day to read to her.”” P3 maintained, “Wendy’s main role is to motivate the
kids, whether that’s for the physical activity or the behavior,” but her motivation
overflowed into academics as well.
Supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. Although
P3’s class was taught in a gymnasium, the need for Wendy stemmed from the need to
engage students in communication. From the moment of Wendy’s introduction, P3
showed students how to give proper commands to make Wendy move or perform an
activity. Thereafter, “the kids would start using commands to say, “Wendy, let’s go,” so
now they’re talking, not using loud words, and
socializing with the dog, which, for some of them, wasn’t
very common, as many would hold their head down.” For
clarification, I asked if this suggested that many of the
children were introverted, and P3 confirmed, “Yes! Yes!”
There were other times when students did not
want to hold Wendy’s leash or take her for a walk, but P3
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simply explained to them that their help was needed, and “I kind of like forced it on them
to where they’re learning responsibility, and they need to follow instructions.” P3
contended that all forceful comments were softened by saying, “I know you don’t want
to, but I need you to, because I gotta go do this, and I need you, and you’re responsible.”
As they gained confidence and self-esteem, they felt more safe and secure and willing to
attempt new things. At the end of the class period, two students took Wendy’s leash and
led her to the water fountain for a drink. P3 stated, “I think some of the kids probably
wouldn’t venture away from me very far, especially at [this school] because it’s a huge
gym, but now they take Wendy and are not so scared.”
P3 has had intense situations when “kids are screaming and crying and crazy
upset, and Wendy does not get phased by it at all. P3 explained:
It’s pretty awesome. It’s pretty impossible to explain. A couple of times Wendy
has approached them, and it’s almost like, wow, it’s as though Wendy knows the
kids are upset. Wendy will go up and sit next to them, or lay down right next to
them. But mostly I’ll bring Wendy to that kid and put her down, and Wendy will
lay down right next to them, and the kid kind of realizes, “Oh, Wendy’s here,”
and starts petting her. And sometimes it brings them down quicker.
Once again, P3 reiterated that “Wendy’s main role is to motivate the kids,” so whether
that is in academics, in gym class, or improving their communication skills, Wendy does
it.
Enhances children’s experiences. Regarding Wendy’s initial entrance into the
classroom, P3 explained, “When I first brought her it was over the top, and “Oh my gosh,
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there’s a dog in the building, there’s a dog in gym class!”” But now they’re “just familiar
with Wendy, so they get excited to see her, but it’s not as shocking or a surprise, it’s just
normal.” Wendy has become a staple in these students’ lives, and she has captured their
attention. P3 noted that all kids have been affected differently by Wendy, as “there’s a
scale there, that there are kids that just absolutely love Wendy and are obsessed with her,
and then I have kids who are just kind of “Eh, it’s Wendy.”” Although Wendy’s schedule
has forced her to work with approximately 70 kids throughout the week, she has adapted
well and has impacted the majority of the students greatly.
According to P3, building bonds between the students and Wendy was more
difficult since class rotations were every 20-30 minutes, yet not impossible. P3 noted,
“Wendy still had strong bonds with kids who were high functioning enough to build that
bond, too,” as it was always a bidirectional action. P3 explained, “If the student’s not able
to give the commands, it’s going to be more difficult for the dog to build that bond, that
relationship.” P3 has been approached on several occasions to give an opinion on whether
parents should obtain a service dog for their own child or not. But, because P3 did not
wish to be responsible for any family’s personal decision, a simple response was given,
“It’s hard, almost impossible, to tell how the dog and your child would react, because I
know it’s completely different for a dog that is working one-on-one,” much unlike
Wendy’s particular case in a school setting.
P4 and Wendy
An innovative teaching tool. P4 knew the exact reason for integrating a service
dog into the general physical education classroom with a first grade boy with mobility
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issues. In this particular classroom, another teacher was in charge of conducting class
instruction, while P4’s primary responsibility was to work with the boy and Wendy. P4
purposefully planned for Wendy to work with that particular child to encourage him to
openly communicate with his classmates, and to help him engage in activities during gym
class. Before class began, P4 explained, “The dog is with the boy to accompany him,
because he sometimes gets embarrassed or lonely if doing things that are different from
typical children.” In this instance, Wendy was a motivator for the child to participate in
all activities, while in his wheel chair, without feeling uncomfortable or ashamed for
being different. Though no particular classroom arrangement was necessary, the
particulars of the child’s mobile units (i.e., wheel chair) were carefully planned.
During the child’s physical education class, P4 attached a hockey stick to each
side of the boy’s wheel chair to serve as the child’s feet. Wendy was attached to the left
side of the boy’s wheel chair, and wherever the boy moved his wheel chair in an effort to
“kick” the ball, Wendy was right beside him. Wendy never left the boy’s side, and she
never hesitated to respond to the boy’s commands or needs.
Supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. Having
Wendy on his left side and her leash attached to his wheel chair, the boy participated 100
percent of the time with his peers during gym class. The day’s activity was sideline
soccer, which was a revised, indoor method of playing the traditional game of soccer.
After ten minutes of walking to music as a warmup process, the group gathered to listen
to instructions from the teacher. A small group of students was huddled around the boy,
and one of the kids asked, “Does Wendy being on your arm make you feel more
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comfortable?” The boy responded in puppy talk as he looked into Wendy’s eyes, “Yes!
Yes! Wendy helps me, and I love having Wendy!” P3 explained:
This boy openly admitted that he enjoys having Wendy by his side, so I think that
the life skill right there, his social skill, is being able to interact and communicate
with kids that are not always yes or no questions. I think that what he always runs
into are yes or no questions like, “Do you need help?” or “Can I help you?” Yes,
or no? And, with Wendy now it’s a little more elaborate questions, and more
elaborate responses he has to give.
P4 summed it up, “So, that’s the biggest part for this boy, I think, in making him feel
comfortable, because he’s high functioning, but he knows he’s different.”
Enhances children’s experiences. Wendy’s presence was a motivating factor for
the boy to engage with peers, but it appeared to be much more than that. The bond that
had formed between the boy and Wendy was evident. As described earlier, the boy
openly expressed his love for Wendy, and P4 followed by reiterating how the boy
responded to his classmate’s question, “Yes! Yes! Wendy helps me, and I love having
Wendy!” in puppy talk as he looked down into Wendy’s eyes. P4 expressed how it was
moving to watch as “Wendy looked up at the boy and he [the boy] said, “Don’t you
Wendy?”” Wendy gave the boy the courage and the confidence to “feel comfortable in
order to engage himself enough to do activities with gen ed kids, his peers.”
Cross-Case Analysis Results
The purpose of the cross-case analysis was to illustrate similarities and
discrepancies, and to provide a general explanation between all cases about how early
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childhood educators use therapy dogs and view the support therapy dogs offer for
children’s life skills development. Results are categorized by theme for clarity.
Case Similarities
An innovative teaching tool. Primary Question 1: How do early childhood
educators successfully integrate therapy dogs into their program to support young
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development? All educators expressed their
initial desire to obtain a therapy animal in their classroom, and they each acknowledged
they had a general idea about how it would be used, yet no educator created a formal plan
to establish a routine or curriculum within which the animal would fit. The integration
process for using a therapy animal to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development was left to opportunity.
Without any deliberate plan in place, P1 claimed that Crinkle’s presence was
simply used to initiate teachable moments upon which she could demonstrate for children
how to get along with and treat others nicely and kindly. P1 viewed the ability to properly
socialize as the most important component for children entering kindergarten. Similarly,
P2 had witnessed the impact therapy animals had on emotionally disabled students in the
past and wanted Opey to help children properly socialize as well. No purposeful plan was
developed, yet Opey’s relaxed demeanor suited the critical role of motivator and
mediator for emotionally disabled students to learn how to acknowledge and manage
their own emotions, and to interact with their peers and teachers.
Though P3 and P4 had no premeditated plans by which to incorporate Wendy. P3
initially allowed Wendy’s presence to fit the role as an animate motivator for the students
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to learn appropriate social skills, as many were introverted and lacked confidence.
However, after Wendy had become a regular part of the overall daily routine, P3 began
writing IEPs to incorporate Wendy as a means for helping children reach their individual
personal and academic goals. P4 used Wendy for the sole purpose of helping a physically
disabled boy feel more comfortable and confident in social settings with his peers. The
little boy with whom P4 worked knew that he was different, thus Wendy’s goal was to
escort him through his physical education activities and help him build confidence, selfesteem, and communication skills.
Sub-Question 1: How does classroom arrangement validate educators’ views of
how therapy dogs support children’s development? All the educators have worked in
their respective classrooms for a minimum of eight years each. Their working knowledge
of their classroom’s functionality was immense. As educators were asked how the
classroom was altered to include a therapy animal, their responses included: (a) “I mean,
just wide open spaces;” (b) “There really wasn’t a big, like, he’s laying on a bean bag
right now, but when he’s not on the bean bag, I have other kids on the bean bag;” and (c)
“No real change.” Though the actual responses varied greatly, there were little or no
changes made to the classrooms to adapt to t he presence of an animal.
Considering no classroom alteration took place, how did the classroom’s design
prompt children to explore their surroundings? This question provoked more in-depth
responses, but still very reminiscent to each other. P1 emphasized that children knew
what to do and when to do it, for it depended more on the schedule and caring for Crinkle
than it did on classroom arrangement. Similarly, P2 suggested that kids would take on
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chores to care for Opey, such as retrieving him from his morning classroom and getting
his bean bag, but the kids were also provided a description of the reading rotations and
the ability for students to spend time with Opey throughout the afternoon as a means to
re-establish mental stability. P3 concurred that tasks done for and with Wendy, such as
helping her get a drink or having her escort the kids to the equipment room, were a large
component of the children’s social functioning and personal development.
Supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. Primary
Question 2: What are early childhood educators’ views of the support provided by
therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development? All
educators responded numerous times about the multiple levels of support provided to the
students by therapy animals. P1 contended that two of the most important skills needed
by children entering kindergarten were understanding outcomes of teachable moments
and knowing how to get along with and treat others. Using Crinkle as a role model
throughout the day has provided infinite opportunities for capitalizing on teachable
moments that encompass both elements of social and emotional learning.
P2 acknowledged Opey’s natural ability to calm emotionally disabled children as
a skill used to relieve tensions, anxieties, and stressors that are experienced on a regular
basis. Similarly, P3 recognized Wendy’s presence as a motivation for the children,
because “Wendy motivates the kids to be social, to interact with each other.” Specifically,
P3 said, “Wendy forces a lot of other actions that may not have maybe taken place or
maybe would be a little more difficult to incorporate,” and that action helps children
come out of their comfort zone to have new experiences.
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P4 explained that social and emotional issues were regularly experienced by the
child with whom he worked one-on-one. Though it was thought that these issues
stemmed from the child’s physical disability, Wendy became a source of comfort, which
enabled the boy to engage with his peers and feel as though he “fit in.”
Enhances children’s experiences. Sub-Question 2: How do interactions between
children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support
children’s development? All educators confirmed that interactions between children and
therapy animals enhanced the children’s experiences and often evolved into bonds that
were deep and meaningful. P1 noted it was common to watch Crinkle lie with the kids for
extended periods during reading and nap time, providing quiet companionship and love
to them. “I mean, the kids all love the cats and the dogs.” Upon the death of a previous
therapy animal, P1 explained how the older children “actually cried and showed emotions
that the little kids aren’t at that level of understanding.”
Similarly, P2 expounded on Opey’s presence in the classroom, “He’s a vital part.
As you can see, they love him; they want to take care of him; they want to nurture him;
he loves it. It’s weird if there’s a day when we don’t have him in here, and they get
upset.” P2 reiterated that Opey’s presence in the reading rotation and his ability to calm
the students were extraordinary, for “He’s a part of their structure, and they thrive on
structure, and he’s a huge part of that.” When asked if the bonds forged between the
students and Opey were deep, P2 responded, “Oh, absolutely! And meaningful! Like I
said, except for my autistic kids who don’t [care], but that’s two out of twelve.”
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Likewise, P3 shared that a scale exists for those students who “just absolutely
love Wendy and are obsessed with her” and the “kids who are just kind of “Eh, it’s
Wendy” and don’t care as much.” All kids are provided multiple opportunities to interact
with Wendy on a regular basis, and, although they typically only have 20-30 minutes
with her during their gym classes, “Wendy
still has strong bonds with the kids.” During
my visit, the students on the red team
(Wendy’s team) chanted, “Go Wendy, go!” as
she held a hockey stick in her mouth and
attempted to play field hockey with the group.
This scenario resonated in the scene observed with P4 and the first grade child.
The boy’s experiences with Wendy were active (engaged in a revised game of soccer),
stationary (together on the sidelines watching), and intimate (the one-sided conversation
the child had with Wendy). It was evident, by the boy’s comments and P4’s commentary,
that Wendy was not only a fundamental resource for the child, but also his companion,
his confidante, and a vital part of his world.
Additionally, not only did Wendy provide companionship and encouragement to
the students in her charge during gym class, but she also eliminated their fear of scary
situations. For instance, P3 explained how the gym can be a scary place:
We use the balcony a lot of the times for our warm-up. We go up, we go all the
way down the railing, and then back down the steps, and back around. So, I
integrate some music steps and some of the kids don’t want to go up there,
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because, you know, it’s scary up there. Now, they can take Wendy and not be so
scared. That’s about it.
Having Wendy by the children’s side provides them a silent comfort that diminishes fears
and anxieties that are necessary to help them feel safe, secure, and ready to explore new
territories, such as the scary gym’s dark corners.
Case Disparities and Discrepancies
The ever-changing variables associated with a classroom of young learners led to
the dependability of the study. My focus for determining disparities between educators
and their method for using a therapy animal was classroom makeup and student
behaviors. Although all research sites fell within the age range of early childhood and
met all criteria for this study, the makeup of students varied greatly between classrooms.
Disparities. P1’s multi-age classroom contained seven typically developing
children from six weeks to five years of age, and one child who was considered
developmentally atypical due to the inference that she was going to be tested for autism.
P2 and P3 taught in multi-age classrooms of twelve K-3 students with special needs,
consisting primarily of emotional disabilities. Finally, P4 taught a single child who lacked
confidence and self-esteem due to the child’s physical disabilities. The range of
children’s ages fell within the early childhood definition, yet the number of students and
the needs and abilities within each classroom was extensive. Given the extensive scope of
the children’s needs and abilities, and the way the therapy dogs benefited each group or
individual, this study provides the foundation for new dialogue on the subject matter.
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Discrepancies. P1 initially commented that Crinkle was only brought into the
classroom “when I need him” to fill a gap where lesson plans were not focused on a
specific topic for developing interpersonal skills. P1 later retracted that comment and
explained, “All throughout the day there are little snippets of teachable moments”
centered on Crinkle’s presence, which help the children gain an understanding of right
and wrong.
When P3 was asked how Wendy would support children’s life skills development
after being familiarized with the students, P3 mentioned that Wendy’s primary role was
to promote children’s communication. When asked to specify how Wendy has supported
these changes, P3 contended, “Her main reason, I guess, for having her is motivation. She
motivates the kids to be social, to interact with each other,” and that was critical.
P3 explained that the initial thoughts about employing a therapy animal were, “I
always thought that would be fun for the kids to actually run and exercise with the dog,
and then I got the facility dog stuff from CCI.” Following Wendy’s initial integration into
the program, P3’s thoughts turned from Wendy as a fun element to Wendy as a goalcentered component for the kids through IEPs and educational directives. Inconsistencies
were framed by each educator’s own words, but also by their individual goals for using a
therapy animal in the first place. The fluid change in educators’ thoughts reasons that
therapy dogs take on a life and role of their own, adapting to the need of the current
situation.
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General Explanation
The descriptive functions served by therapy animals in these collective cases
included: companion, confidante, motivator, calmer, co-educator, classroom manager,
listener, playmate, functional resource, stress reliever, and sometimes distraction.
Collectively, the educators knew a therapy animal could significantly impact children,
and they all knew they wanted a therapy animal in the classroom for their students.
Admittedly, however, they had not laid out the specifics about how they were going to
integrate a therapy dog into their own routine. No official documents were developed, no
dedicated area was established for the dogs, and only an idea drove the process forward.
Surprisingly, having no plan proved to be a valuable plan in the integration of a resource
that effectively supported young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development, while inspiring children to complete academic tasks.
As a learning curve, the educators permitted actions and reactions to play out in
the moment to illuminate the role that each animal would fill. Letting young children
direct their own learning through interactions with Crinkle initiated infinite teachable
moments on P1’s behalf. Opey’s calm and relaxed nature made him the perfect candidate
for helping young, emotionally-disabled children learn to cope with and manage their
own emotions. Wendy’s skill set and demeanor proved to be a steadfast resource to a
group of young, special needs learners who can sometimes get easily distracted or
unmotivated while doing physical activities. And, Wendy’s loyalty and nonjudgmental
air translated into a beloved confidante for a physically impaired first grade boy.
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Integration methods, the decision not to alter the classroom, and the consistent
positive responses about the animals’ effects on the students suggest that a therapy dog
plays a large and important role within the early childhood environment. Given the
positive results that materialized from such little preplanning done prior to the therapy
animal’s integration into each research site, this further suggests that purposeful and
mindful planning would likely produce similar or better results.
Summary
How educators use therapy dogs and view the support therapy dogs provide for
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development is a straightforward action with
complex reactions. The methodologies used in this qualitative collective case study
allowed me to seek a deeper understanding of the phenomenon from the educators’
perspectives through semi-structured interview sessions, classroom observations,
children’s classroom artifacts, and my field notes.
Results from data garnered during collection procedures were presented in this
chapter. Multiple searches of transcripts identified 168 key words and terms directly
related to the research questions posed. According to my interpretation of meaning,
grouping efforts led to the development of 19 categories, which were further reduced to
three emerging themes across all cases, including: a therapy dog (a) is an innovative
teaching tool; (b) supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development; and
(c) enhances children’s experiences. P2 was an outlier, as an additional category was
revealed during emergence of themes. The within-case analysis of each case was first
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presented, followed by a cross-case analysis, which revealed similarities, discrepancies
and disparities, and a general explanation between all cases.
Participants shared the collective sentiment that therapy dogs are an asset to
pedagogy. Educators integrated an innovative tool through which they could help teach
students and maintain peace amongst them; students were provided a resource that helped
them to manage and develop their interpersonal and intrapersonal skills; and students
were afforded opportunities to have memorable experiences that evolved into deep and
meaningful relationships as they move forward. Examples of the therapy dogs’ varying
roles, which reflected on social, emotional, and behavioral support, were identified across
the cases as motivator, calmer, and stress reliever. Affirmation that other educators
should consider using such a resource as a therapy animal was unanimously conveyed.
Chapter 5 will cover the following topics: interpretation of the findings,
limitations of the study, recommendations for further research, and implications for
positive social change. By understanding how therapy dogs are integrated into the
classroom and how they support children’s holistic development, the field of early
childhood education may be at a pivotal point for the advancement of creative teaching
practices.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine how early childhood educators use
therapy dogs and view the support therapy dogs provide for children during development
of their intrapersonal and interpersonal skills. The research questions were addressed by
data collected from educators who taught diverse populations and inductively analyzed
for categorical representation of emerging themes across all cases. The findings
confirmed that a therapy dog (a) is an innovative tool; (b) supports children’s social,
emotional, and behavioral development; and (c) enhances children’s experiences.
This chapter is arranged in five sections based on the study’s findings presented in
chapter 4. Section 1 presents my interpretation of the findings, including emerging
themes and their association with the progressive education theory and HAB concept.
Section 2 addresses the limitations of the study that emerged from completion of the
study. Section 3 provides recommendations for further research, including (a) schoolwide therapy dog programs and (b) using rescued dogs versus purebred dogs as therapy
animals. Section 4 describes the implications for positive social change and
recommendations for practice. Section 5 provides the study’s conclusion.
Interpretation of the Findings
The findings of this study focused on how early childhood educators in Indiana
used therapy dogs and viewed the support therapy dogs provide to the development of
children’s personal life skills. This case study was influenced by Dewey’s theory of
progressive education (1938) and Levinson’s HAB concept (1970). Educators have an
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opportunity to circumvent disparities among children with various needs by providing an
educational program that is nurturing, challenging, and purposefully and methodically
planned (Dewey, 1938; NAEYC, 2015). Participants acknowledged that very little, if
any, real planning for room arrangement or curriculum changes occurred prior to the use
of their therapy dogs, yet all classrooms cultivated relationships between students and the
therapy dogs, and they appeared to stimulate the children’s minds. This raises the
questions: (a) If methodical and purposeful planning were not done, how were the
therapy dogs successfully integrated into the children’s routine? and (b) Did the therapy
dogs support the development of children’s personal life skills?
Innovative Teaching Tool
To support various populations with a myriad of abilities and needs, therapy dogs
have been successfully integrated into geriatric and mental health facilities, into
healthcare facilities, and more recently into libraries, courtrooms, and classrooms
(elementary through post-secondary) (Anderson & Olson, 2006; Baumgartner & Cho,
2014; Goddard & Gilmer, 2015; Daly & Suggs, 2010; Arai et al., 2011; Friesen, 2009;
Mills & Hall, 2014; Chandler, 2011; Gee et al., 2010; Bowers, 2013). This study gave
evidence of the positive effects of therapy dogs usage in early childhood classrooms with
diverse populations.
Dewey’s (1938) theory suggested that educators should consider children’s
interests and knowledge of the world when incorporating creative elements into the
classroom for exploration and for connecting with the environment. Though all
participants confirmed they wanted to employ a therapy dog in their classrooms, no
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formal plans were created to explain what role the therapy dogs would fill. Neither were
plans made for the therapy dogs to have a location dedicated strictly to them within any
classroom. Each dog’s function was left to fate. As fate would have it, however, a therapy
dog was a natural fit in each pedagogical environment, because the benefits to children
were clearly articulated by the educators and easily observed.
Dewey’s (1938) argument was half satisfied by this study, as no educator had an
official plan to proceed beyond the point of therapy animal ownership, yet, because
children had spontaneous involvement with the environment, their inquisitiveness and
exploration were likely aroused, which is how Dewey contends that children learn best.
Supporting children as they learn the fundamentals of proper behaviors and basic social
communication is a key role for animals in educational settings (Friesen, 2010; Jalongo et
al., 2004). Supported by this argument, the participants concurred that the therapy dogs in
their classrooms filled this role aptly.
In one classroom the therapy dog was permitted to roam as desired, which elicited
impromptu teaching and learning moments. The therapy dog provided a visual stimulus
that offered nonverbal cues to children, while simultaneously helping them learn how to
use those cues. The educator used the dog to break down lessons into fragments that
children understood such as what “nice touch” looked like or how to approach an animal
properly and safely. According to CASEL (2015), knowing how to adapt in social
situations, knowing how to make wise decisions, and being able to infer consequences
are crucial skills for children to possess in order to realize personal and academic
successes throughout their lives.
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Though a positive support system for children’s social and emotional
development, the work of the therapy dogs extended beyond that role. Rud and Beck
(2000) contended that therapy dogs are consistently viewed by early childhood educators
as facilitators for expressive mastery in the classroom across all disciplines. In one
classroom the therapy dog was the source of varied academic learning opportunities.
During one classroom visit, I observed the children learning about math, literacy,
life sciences, social and emotional development, and pet safety during random teachable
moments prompted by the animal. At meal time, the dog incited a discussion about how
much food and water he should receive, and which child should get it for him. At story
time, books centered on animals were related back to the therapy dog. As children sat
down to create artwork, the dog was sometimes a catalyst for their creativity as observed
in their exhibits. And, during free time, children were openly engaged in dramatic play
that focused on dog ownership and grooming. When therapy dogs are used as an
alternative teaching component, they tend to possess more influence than professionals,
thus they enhance children’s academic progress (Jalongo et al., 2004; Friesen, 2010;
Owens & Williams, 1995). This suggests that many student populations would benefit
academically from this curricular enhancement, thus further research on this subject
matter is worthwhile.
In another classroom, although he was permitted to roam about freely, the therapy
dog appeared perfectly content to serve as a sounding board for young readers in a quiet
sector of the room. Consistent with Jalongo’s (2005) and Friesen’s (2010) findings, in
addition to the excitement and curiosity that surrounds a therapy animal in the classroom,
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canine assisted literacy programs appeal to all age groups and all abilities. The therapy
dog was put into a 20-minute block of a reading rotation where he filled the “read to
someone” component. In effect, he became a part of the curriculum. Children’s visceral
interactions with the dog, while successfully completing required or choice reading
assignments, were noted. As one boy read a book that was held on his lap with one hand,
he was instinctually stroking the fur on the dog’s back with his other. Another child sat in
the reading area with the therapy dog, but his initial focus was on covering up the therapy
animal with multiple blankets before actually settling in to read his selection of books. In
the end, the student read at least one of his books and flipped through the pages of
another.
Having the familiarity and comfort of a salient creature such as a dog that silently
motivates children to complete the task at hand is an example of Dewey’s (1938) claim
that high quality programs are borne from factors such as thoughtful examination of
classroom materials that motivate and encourage children. Because therapy dogs innately
support children as they navigate new phases of their social, emotional, and academic
advancement, therapy dogs could benefit students at all grade levels.
In yet another classroom, the therapy dog took on the dual role of co-educator and
demonstrator. During the field hockey game in an adaptive physical education class, the
dog was given a hockey stick to help the red team hit the ball into the opposing team’s
goal. The kids attempted to line up shots on the goal in an effort to show the dog how to
hit the ball properly. This implied that the dog elicited a reverse teaching moment at that
time. In essence, the students observed and realized that the dog was a novice field
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hockey player, thus their efforts to show her the correct approach to hit a ball was a
teaching moment on their behalf. In most classrooms, learning is a two-way street
between educator and student, yet this study showed that learning can be a threedirectional path when a therapy animal is comprised in the mix.
Interestingly, one therapy animal was incorporated into children’s IEPs after the
educator recognized what impact the therapy dog had on the students in an adaptive
physical education class. Motivating special needs students to complete their tasks,
particularly when the students tend to be easily distracted or scared, became more fluid
after the therapy dog was introduced to the group. Admittedly, not all students in the
group paid attention to the therapy dog, yet the dog’s presence kept several students on
task through completion of their task.
Though Dewey (1938) and Montessori (2014) maintained that purposeful
planning is an important element in successful programs, it was not part of the overall
scheme for use of this creative and innovative teaching tool. The initial consideration of a
therapy dog was the first step toward use of an effective pedagogical resource for their
students, but happenstance took over. The educators allowed the children, the therapy
dogs, and the current moment’s circumstances to guide the actions and reactions of the
dog in semi-structured environments. When a therapy dog is part of a class routine,
children are more likely to interact with peers, to want to attend school, and to actively
engage in the learning process (Friesen, 2010; Owens & Williams, 1995). For students
who are disengaged in general, a therapy dog could build excitement for attending
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school, which could lead to an environment conducive to effectual instruction and
learning.
Supports Children’s Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Development
Owens and Williams (1995) argued that a classroom pet fosters responsibility,
keeps children interested in academic pursuits and personal successes, and plays a
therapeutic role in both emotional and physical health. This study’s findings validated
this sentiment. Providing children with social and emotional support was the primary
function for the therapy dogs in this study. All participants indicated that the majority of
students loved being in the presence of the dogs and were personally affected by the dog
in one way or another. While a few students were observed paying little attention to the
therapy animals and completing tasks on their own, the excitement and energy
surrounding the animals appeared to be appealing to the majority.
During the observation in one classroom, teachable moments centered on prosocial behaviors and positive interactions occurred multiple times. Rather than using
words alone, the teacher demonstrated actions to support both visual and hearing learners.
The teacher demonstrated appropriate interactions with the dog when a child attempted to
hit it; the children repeated the demonstration. The teacher demonstrated proper ways to
approach the dog; the children repeated the demonstration. The teacher demonstrated
how to brush, groom, and love the dog; the children repeated the demonstration. It was
observed that younger children struggled with the actual brushing and grooming
techniques, but they eventually grasped the concept, even if for a fleeting moment.
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In the same classroom the therapy animal was given a command to sit beside a
young child who was crying during story time. Though the child’s cry was a high-pitched
shrill, the animal remained steadfastly in place until the situation was rectified and the
child was calm. Another child began to whine about not receiving any time with the
therapy dog. The educator used that moment to teach patience and turn-taking. The child
received time with the animal, and then the child resumed play with a classmate. The
therapy dog was an unknowing participant in teachable moments for children’s social and
emotional growth. Building children’s self esteem, and inspiring them to learn empathy,
respect, and care for the natural world were positive attributes of therapy dogs as
discovered by Szecsi et al. (2011), Friesen and Delisle (2012), Pillow-Price et al. (2014),
Uttley (2013), Shaw (2013), Gee et al. (2010), Daly and Suggs (2010), and Beetz (2013).
The educator’s approach to use a therapy animal for these purposes was both spontaneous
and widely successful.
Levinson (1965, 1970, 1997) and Pet Partners (2015) discovered that dogs are
perfect companions, as they positively affect individuals who struggle with social,
emotional, physical, or cognitive acumen. This was evident in a general education gym
class, as the therapy dog was the center of a physically disabled child’s world. As the boy
worked to fit in with his typically developing peers during a revised game of soccer, the
therapy dog provided him both moral support and voiceless encouragement to participate
in class with confidence. Simultaneously, the therapy animal served as the focal point of
conversation between the boy and his peers. This is aligned with Nimer and Lundahl’s
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(2007) study, which suggested that an animal’s presence prompts disengaged individuals
to openly communicate.
In a multi-age classroom of emotionally disabled children, it is often difficult to
find middle ground that promotes learning while maintaining a peaceful atmosphere.
Using the therapy dog as an incentive for the children to make wise choices, to complete
their tasks, and to behave appropriately makes a difference in children’s demeanor and
their attitude toward academics. The educator admitted that the classroom was a high
stress environment, for the children all had heartbreaking stories and had emotional
disabilities for a reason. Surprisingly, the therapy dog was unaffected by the noise and
commotion of kids moving around and talking, and the dog remained steadfastly calm
and devoted to the child who was by his side at any given time.
Although no significant emotional interruptions were observed in this particular
classroom, it was observed that the therapy dog was sought after by many students for a
variety of reasons. Several children actively sought time to cuddle with the therapy dog
during free time or during reading stations, while another child sought time with the dog
after being mainstreamed with general education students. The boy laid down beside the
dog and draped his right arm over the dog’s back to unwind in the security and comfort
of the dog’s presence. The span of time was short, yet it appeared to be enough time for
the boy to regain his composure with poise. This observation strengthened Anderson and
Olson’s (2006) findings, which indicated that the presence of a therapy animal can cause
a quicker de-escalation from emotional crises and stresses, and it can allow students to
maintain their dignity in the company of their peers.
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Educators collectively expressed their approval of a therapy dog in the classroom
to help children navigate the social and emotional landscape. Dewey (1938) and Durlak
et al. (2010) surmised that educators have a prime opportunity to advance children’s
fundamental skills in the classroom and on the playground where children are in close
contact with peers on a regular basis. Working with twelve special needs children in an
adaptive physical education classroom requires consistent direction. The therapy dog
assigned to that class had unwavering patience and remained loyal to the student to whom
she was appointed until such time that she was given a command to work with another
child.
As previously noted, by providing a nonthreatening and nonjudgmental
environment built on nurturance and trust, therapy dogs have proven to be advantageous
to a wide variety of populations with varying circumstances (Pet Partners, 2015; Friesen,
2010). Dogs do not judge, they love unconditionally, and they provide nonthreatening
companionship, which is a necessity for students who may find it difficult to make and
keep friends, lack social aptitude, or need help releasing energy and anxieties. These
findings provide evidence that therapy animals have an innate ability to positively affect
diverse student populations with varying levels of knowledge and abilities.
Enhances Children’s Experiences
Learning is built from memories. Memories are built from experiences. As such,
educators have an obligation to direct their students toward positive experiences in the
environment, including actions leading up to the desired event (Dewey, 1938). By
embracing alternative teaching strategies that offer boundless opportunities for positive
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outcomes, educators will better be able to meet the holistic needs of diverse student
populations (Dewey, 1938; Bramwell et al., 2011; Friesen, 2010).
In one classroom the children’s experiences with a therapy dog led to deep and
meaningful bonds that helped them understand emotions such as love, friendship, and the
circle of life. In another classroom the therapy dog was the bright spot for a boy who had
experienced unmentionable familial trauma in his young life. And, yet in a third
classroom, the therapy dog was a physically disabled boy’s bridge to fitting in with peers.
For example, as the boy began warming up for his gym class with 24 of his typically
developing peers, he smiled as he rolled his wheelchair around the gym floor. According
to his adaptive physical education teacher, the boy initially struggled with social
interactions and fitting in, because the boy knew he was different. Having a therapy dog
attached to the left side of his wheel chair and loyal to him alone, the little boy gained
enough courage and confidence to participate in a physical sport with his classmates. The
boy’s verbal responses and nonverbal reactions about the therapy dog spoke volumes
about the dog’s impact on the boy’s school experiences.
The poignancy of the human-animal bond is “a special and indescribable kinship
shared between dogs and people of all ages” that cannot be ignored or discounted as
unimportant (Pet Partners, 2015, p. 1). Natural occurrences such as these enable children
to remember and recall events as they get older, allowing them to connect their memories
to what they are currently learning and make sense of the world (USDOE, 2015; Seefeldt,
2005; Dewey, 1938). The familiarity of a therapy dog provides both moral support and a
sense of security for children as they begin navigating unknown landscapes throughout
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their educational and personal journeys (Levinson, 1970; Fine 2010; Friesen, 2010;
Nimer & Lundahl, 2007). In essence, interactions and experiences with therapy dogs
result in a greater sense of stability and less anxiety for children (Levinson, 1970; Fine,
2010; Friesen, 2010; Nimer & Lundahl, 2007).
Aside from the enhancement to children’s experiences, it was mentioned that
therapy dogs had an impactful presence in the educators’ lives as well. Goddard and
Gilmer (2015), Fine (2010), and Nimer and Lundahl (2007) maintained that the sheer
presence of an animal is able to evoke a sense of calm and healing, particularly in the
wake of unrest. One therapy animal was viewed as a much-needed stress reliever in a
high stress environment, as the educator admitted sitting on the floor and petting the dog
when tension and anxiety became overwhelming. Another therapy animal was viewed as
a complementary element to the educator’s instruction, as the educator didn’t know how
teaching ever occurred without the dog. As Mills and Hall (2014, p. 269) noted, therapy
animals can be powerful advocates to human health and well being in any setting when
used and cared for properly.
All participants unanimously concurred that a therapy dog was a great benefit to
children’s development academically, socially, emotionally, and physically. Observances
of the interactions, the experiences, and the pleasures and joys displayed by the children
when in the presence of the therapy dogs confirmed educators’ views that therapy dogs
do provide opportunities for positive experiences and effectively support children’s life
skills development.

141
Limitations of the Study
Researcher Biases
Researcher biases present the first limitation to this study. Passion and a vested
interest on the topic of therapy dogs used to help young children develop their social,
emotional, and behavioral skills drove this study. In multiple classrooms of various age
groups within the early childhood realm, I observed what undeveloped social, emotional,
and behavioral skills could develop into—tantrums, classroom interruptions, and inability
to make and keep friends. To overcome these negative issues, the classroom teachers and
I sought a creative classroom component. Our chosen component was two therapy dogs.
After slow yet successful integration of the therapy animals, I was able to monitor the
influence and support therapy dogs provided to preschool children during their life skills
development, and one classroom of young school children during the refinement of their
social and emotional skills.
My experiences showed that the majority of children revered the therapy dogs and
viewed them as a highlight of the program, while a few children remained impassive
toward the therapy dogs and went about their business without much ado about them.
Because the act of using therapy dogs in the early childhood classroom is a new
phenomenon, learning more about other early childhood educators’ processes and views
was of significant interest. The gains from this study will provide me the details needed
to re-think and refine our original program and make it better for the teachers and
children served.
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Scope of the Project
The scope of the study offered another limitation. From a thorough, state-wide
search of 532 institutions, the number of public schools and independent education
programs that (1) used a therapy dog on a regular basis in the early childhood classroom;
and (2) consented to participate in this study, was small by default (n = 4).
Elements Outside Researcher’s Control
Elements outside my control presented the final limitation for this study. The
makeup of children in each classroom and their capacities—both mental and physical—
varied, as did the extent to which the therapy dogs were used. Within-case analyses
addressed the classroom makeup, the use of the animals, and the findings of such
programs, followed by details of their comparisons revealed in the cross-case analysis.
Recommendations
The recommendation for further research on how therapy dogs impact young
children may have far-reaching impact. The findings of this study revealed that therapy
dogs are a viable and beneficial classroom component to early childhood classrooms of
diverse populations. These findings may prove valuable to administrators, educators,
school staff, counselors, therapists, zoologists, veterinarians, therapy dog handlers, dog
breeders, and dog trainers. Based on the closing sentiment provided by P2, “I just wish
more people got on board with the idea of having dogs in the schools.” Likewise, it is my
recommendation and hope that further research be conducted to address two components
of this study—school-wide therapy dog programs and the use of rescued dogs versus
purebred dogs as therapy animals.
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School-Wide Therapy Dog Programs
This study encompassed three elementary schools located within one school
corporation. Although one of the therapy animals spent every afternoon with an
emotionally disabled class of children that fell within the appropriate age range for
participation in this study, the same therapy animal spent every morning with a separate
class of typically developing Grade 3 children that was not included in this study.
Through examination of procedures used by administrators to initiate a school-wide
therapy animal program—for example, notification of proposed plans to community
stakeholders, selection of dogs, appointment of classrooms for the animals, goals for
children and the dogs, and recommendations to educators for use of such resource—other
school administrators, educators, counselors, and facility dog handlers would be provided
a working outline for stakeholder engagement and implementation of their own plan.
Rescued Dogs versus Purebred Dogs as Therapy Animals
The particular dogs used by the participants in this study, though very well
trained, were purchased or obtained from breeders. Given that many school corporations
have limited finances, the proposal to spend funds on a novel classroom resource,
regardless of the outcome, could prove to be futile. Exploring the process for obtaining,
training, and implementing a rescue dog as a therapy animal could serve two purposes.
First, rescue dogs could prove to be an abundant resource that is cost-effective, easily
implemented, and considerably impactful on children, educators, and school staff on
multiple levels. Second, by rescuing and training dogs from overcrowded shelters and
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county pounds, many dogs’ lives could be spared from deterioration due to poor shelter
conditions, or from unnecessary euthanasia.
Implications
This study’s findings serve to bring about positive social change through
illumination of therapy dog practices as an integral part of the early childhood curriculum
that supports children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. As stated by
Anderson and Olson (2006), Baumgartner and Cho (2014), and Goddard and Gilmer
(2015), children’s psychological, physiological, and academic limitations are improved
when educators purposefully plan to integrate a therapy dog into their daily routine. The
evolution of an alternative and creative practice, such as using a therapy dog to support
children’s life skills development, may provide educators with a starting point upon
which to facilitate their own practice, to critique and improve their current program, or
opt to forego the practice entirely. It may also serve as a conduit through which the focus
of early childhood educators shifts from an academics-focused philosophy to one of
equity in academics and personal development.
Additionally, acknowledgment and understanding of the numerous benefits
provided by therapy dogs may prompt early childhood agencies and advocates to revisit
“best practices” and consider the allowance of therapy dogs in early childhood
classrooms. This acknowledgment may alternately translate into a transformative
movement from local institutions to those at a regional or national level. By fully
understanding how professionals integrate therapy dogs and view the support therapy
dogs provide as a viable resource to foster children’s personal and academic
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advancement, an equitable early education for children from all walks of life and the
realization of accomplishments is possible.
Conclusion
Children who are unable to manage their own emotions, acknowledge and
understand emotions and feelings of others, or surmise consequences of their actions,
face a plethora of issues that could inevitably affect their personal and academic futures.
This qualitative collective case study examined how educators use therapy dogs and view
the support therapy dogs offer young children during their social, emotional, and
behavioral development as an effectual resource. Based on participants’ responses and
the association to classroom observations, children’s artifacts, and field notes, relevant
themes emerged that categorically represented therapy dogs used for optimum results
with young children.
The collective themes represented by the examined cases included: a therapy dog
(a) is an innovative teaching tool; (b) supports children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development; and (c) enhances children’s experiences. The progressive
education theory and the HAB concept strengthened the findings, while an exhaustive
literature review substantiated what emerged. The findings of this study will add to the
paucity of literature available and provide early childhood educators with evidence that
another viable classroom resource exists through which they can positively impact
children’s holistic development.
Early childhood educators have an obligation to determine the most appropriate
path of guidance and intervention for each child in their charge, while simultaneously
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striking a balance between teaching academics and developing critical life skills.
Championing for a therapy dog that embodies loyalty, companionship, and the ability to
positively support young children’s major developmental milestones is priceless to the
children and worthwhile to the advancement of the early childhood education field.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol
Time of Interview:
Date:
Location:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Position/Title of Interviewee:

Introductory Protocol
In order to garner more accurate note-taking, I would like to audio tape our
conversation today. I will also use a pen and notepad to document items of importance or
indicate what items need additional clarification. I will explain the Informed Consent for
Participation in Research Activities Form and ask that you sign it. As indicated in the
Informed Consent Form, only researchers and individuals directly associated with the
project will be privy to the information obtained on the tapes. Additionally, all
information will remain confidential, your participation is strictly voluntary, and you may
opt to withdraw from this study at any time without punishment to you or your school.
I have planned this interview to last approximately one hour, during which time I
will ask questions about your history and understanding of the subject matter, as well as
current study information. If time begins to run short, I may ask if you would be willing
to meet another day to complete the interview, or if you would prefer to finish the
interview at this time. At the end of the study, I will set up a meeting time to provide you
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with a copy of the documentation you presented, the study’s findings, and dissemination
of the study’s results. Please feel free to ask any questions you may have at any time.

Introduction
You have been selected as a participant in this study, because you have been
identified as an early childhood educator who has integrated a therapy dog or dog used
for therapeutic purposes into your curriculum for a minimum of one day per week over a
four-week period and currently uses the therapy animal. This study is being conducted to
analyze how early childhood educators use and view therapy dogs as a support for
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development. With particular interest in the
effective practices of therapy dogs to support children’s interpersonal and intrapersonal
development, we can begin to share our knowledge with other early childhood educators
so they, too, may make informed choices about integrating a therapy dog into their
curriculum, make adjustments to fit their own environment, or to forego the option
entirely.
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Appendix B: Observation Protocol
Time of Observation:
Date:
Location:
Observer:
Title of Classroom Observed:

Introductory Protocol
During today’s observation, I will only be using pen and paper for note-taking
purposes. As indicated in the Informed Consent Form, only researchers and individuals
directly associated with the project will be privy to the information recorded on paper.
Additionally, all information will remain confidential, your participation is strictly
voluntary, and you may opt to withdraw from this study at any time without punishment
to you or your school.
I have planned this observation to last approximately one hour, during which time
I will remain in an inconspicuous location and document classroom arrangement, flow of
occupants, and potential for interactions. I will have no intentional communication with
the children or therapy dog at any time. Within the final ten minutes of the allotted time
for the observation, I will ask to see any art projects or writing activities the children have
completed that reflect how they feel about the therapy animal, if applicable. I will take a
photograph of each item, I will ask that you provide additional information about each
item, and then you will retain the children’s items. At no time will photographs be taken
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of the educators or the students. At the end of the observation, I will thank you and your
students for allowing me to come into your classroom, and I will exit the premises. I will
email you as a follow-up to provide subsequent steps of the study. At the end of the
study, I will set up a meeting time to provide you with a copy of the documentation you
presented, the findings, and dissemination of the study’s results. Please feel free to ask
any questions you may have at any time.
Observation Protocol Form
OBSERVATION NOTES

REFLEXIVE NOTES
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Appendix C: Letter to Superintendents of 372 Indiana Public Schools
Dear [Superintendent’s Name]:
I am writing to tell you about a qualitative study I will be conducting on “How educators
use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development.” Your
name was received from the Indiana Department of Education website www.doe.in.gov/
under the 2015-2016 Indiana School Directory, updated September 2015. I am requesting
permission to proceed with the participant recruitment process, which encompasses
making contact with the principal of your elementary school, and ultimately making
contact with early childhood educators who employ a therapy dog, or a dog used for
therapeutic purposes, in their classroom.
The purpose of this research study is to gather data that shows how early childhood
educators use a therapy dog in their regular routine, and how they view the animal’s
support on children’s life skills development. This study will potentially answer the
overarching questions: (1) How do early childhood educators successfully integrate
therapy dogs into their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood educators’ views of the support
provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Secondary questions to be answered include: (1) How does classroom arrangement
validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development? (2) How
do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how
therapy dogs support children’s development?
If you are interested in learning more about this study or granting permission for me to
continue the participant recruitment process, please reply to this email by [Date to be
Determined] and complete the questions below. You do not have to respond to this email
if you are not interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you.
It is important that you do not view this letter as a demand for participation in this study.
It is your decision. Your participation is voluntary and will not have any effect on your
relationship with your school administrators or educators, Walden University, or the
researcher.
Thank you for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, M.A.Ed.
Doctoral Student at Walden University
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Opt-In Questions:
Study: “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development”
I grant permission for the researcher to continue the participant recruitment
process at my school. I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for
Participation in Research Activities, but it is not necessary before I grant
permission.
I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in
Research Activities before I grant permission for the researcher to continue with
the participant recruitment process at my school.
Superintendent’s Name:
Superintendent’s Telephone(s):
Best day and time to call:
Elementary School Name:
Principal’s Name:
Principal’s Email:

@
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Appendix D: Letter of Cooperation for Superintendents of Indiana Public Schools
[Community Research Partner Name]
[Contact Information]

[Date]
Dear Michelle Roberts-Schneider,
Based on my review of your research proposal, I give permission for you to conduct the
study entitled “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development” within [School Name]. Individuals’ participation will be
completely voluntary and at their own discretion, and we reserve the right to withdraw
from the study at any time if our circumstances should change.
As part of this study, I authorize you to:
1)

Conduct an in-person session with each participant in a private room within our
school. The session will last approximately one hour. We will provide a minimum of
two chairs and one table, and the researcher will provide a tape recorder for
recording the participant’s responses verbatim. The researcher will also provide a
notepad for reflection purposes and follow-up questions, as needed.

2)

Conduct an observation in the participant’s room that will last no more than one hour
while the therapy animal is present. You will remain in an obscure location within
the classroom and have no intentional communication with the educator, children, or
therapy animal. The observation will entail classroom layout and flow, not
information pertaining to specific children.

3)

Collect children’s art projects or writing activities that reflect on the therapy
animal’s presence, if applicable. You will be permitted to photograph the items
indicated by the classroom teacher, and all items will remain in the possession of the
teacher. At no time will photographs be taken of the educators or the students. This
will be done the final ten minutes of time allotted for observations.

3)

Contact the participant via email throughout the duration of the study for
clarification purposes and for confirming the meaning of data obtained.

4)

Meet with the participant at the conclusion of the study to provide a copy of data
obtained and dissemination of results.
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5)

Disseminate results, as needed, to effect positive social change for individual
educators and for society in general.

I confirm that I am authorized to approve research in this setting and that this plan
complies with the organization’s policies.
I understand that the data collected will remain entirely confidential and may not be
provided to anyone outside the student’s supervising faculty/staff without permission
from the Walden University IRB.
Sincerely,
Superintendent’s Name (Printed):
Superintendent’s Signature:
Phone Number:
Best Day and Time to Call:

Submission Instructions:
If ink signatures are obtained, the signed letter can be emailed as an attachment to
michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu and irb@waldenu.edu.
If electronic signatures are used, the signed letter MUST be emailed directly to
michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu and irb@waldenu.edu for e-signature
verification.

Walden University policy on electronic signatures: An electronic signature is just as
valid as a written signature as long as both parties have agreed to conduct the transaction
electronically. Electronic signatures are regulated by the Uniform Electronic Transactions
Act. Electronic signatures are only valid when the signer is either (a) the sender of the
email, or (b) copied on the email containing the signed document. Legally an “electronic
signature” can be the person’s typed name, the email address, or any other identifying
marker. Walden University staff verify any electronic signatures that do not originate
from a password-protected source (i.e., an email address officially on file with Walden).
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Appendix E: Letter to Principals of Indiana Public Schools
Dear [Principal’s Name]:
I am writing to tell you about a qualitative study I will be conducting on “How educators
use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development.” I
received your name from your superintendent, [Superintendent’s Name], who gave me
permission to proceed with the participant recruitment process.
The purpose of this research study is to gather data that shows how early childhood
educators use a therapy dog, or a dog used for therapeutic purposes, in their regular
routine, and how they view the animal’s support on children’s life skills development.
This study will potentially answer the overarching questions: (1) How do early childhood
educators successfully integrate therapy dogs into their program to support young
children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood
educators’ views of the support provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional,
and behavioral development? Secondary questions to be answered include: (1) How does
classroom arrangement validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s
development? (2) How do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate
educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development?
Criteria that will deem a school a potential candidate for participation are: (1) if prekindergarten, kindergarten, or first grade teachers use a therapy dog in their classroom on
a regular basis (i.e., every Friday, or three times each week); and (2) if the prekindergarten, kindergarten, or first grade teachers agree to participate in the study. If you
are interested in learning more about this study or granting permission to continue the
participant recruitment process, please reply to this email by [Date to be Determined] and
complete the questions below. You do not have to respond to this email if you are not
interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you.
It is important that you do not view this letter as a demand for participation in this study.
It is your decision. Your participation is voluntary and will not have any effect on your
relationship with your school administrators or educators, Walden University, or the
researcher.
Thank you for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, M.A.Ed.
Doctoral Student at Walden University
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Opt-In Questions:
Study: “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development”
I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in
Research Activities, but it is not necessary before I grant permission for the
researcher to continue with the participant recruitment process at my school.
I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in
Research Activities before I grant permission for the researcher to continue with
the participant recruitment process at my school.
Principal’s Name:
School Name:
Principal’s Telephone(s):
Best day and time to call:
Name of Educator #1 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #1:
Grade Taught:

@

Name of Educator #2 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #2:
Grade Taught:

@

Name of Educator #3 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #3:
Grade Taught:

@

Name of Educator #4 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #4:
Grade Taught:

@
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Appendix F: Letter to Early Childhood Educators of Indiana Public Schools
Dear Early Childhood Educators:
I am writing to tell you about a qualitative study I will be conducting on “How educators
use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development.” I
received your name from your principal, [Principal’s Name], who confirmed that you use
a therapy dog, or a dog used for therapeutic purposes, in your classroom on a regular
basis, which meets the initial criterion to participate in this study.
The purpose of this research study is to gather data that shows how early childhood
educators use a therapy dog in their regular routine, and how they view the animal’s
support on children’s life skills development. This study will potentially answer the
overarching questions: (1) How do early childhood educators successfully integrate
therapy dogs into their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood educators’ views of the support
provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Secondary questions to be answered include: (1) How does classroom arrangement
validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development? (2) How
do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how
therapy dogs support children’s development?
If you are interested in learning more about this study with the potential to participate,
which is the second criterion, please reply to this email by [Date to be Determined] and
complete the questions below. You do not have to respond to this email if you are not
interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you.
It is important that you do not view this letter as a demand for participation in this study.
It is your decision. Your participation is voluntary and will not have any effect on your
relationship with your school administrators, Walden University, or the researcher.
Thank you for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, M.A.Ed.
Doctoral Student at Walden University
Opt-In Questions:
Study: “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development”
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I am interested in learning more about this study. Please contact me using the
following information:
Participant’s Name:
School Name:
Participant’s Telephone(s):
Best day and time to call:
Participant’s Email:

@
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Appendix G: Letter to Program Directors of Independent Early Education Programs
Dear [Program Director’s Name]:
I am writing to tell you about a qualitative study I will be conducting on “How educators
use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development.” Your
name was received from the Indiana Association for Child Care Resource and Referral
website www.IACCRR.org under the Paths to Quality Directory, updated March 2016. I
am requesting permission to proceed with the participant recruitment process, which
ultimately encompasses making contact with the early childhood educators who employ a
therapy dog, or a dog used for therapeutic purposes, in their classroom.
The purpose of this research study is to gather data that shows how early childhood
educators use a therapy dog in their regular routine, and how they view the animal’s
support on children’s life skills development. This study will potentially answer the
overarching questions: (1) How do early childhood educators successfully integrate
therapy dogs into their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood educators’ views of the support
provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Secondary questions to be answered include: (1) How does classroom arrangement
validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development? (2) How
do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how
therapy dogs support children’s development?
Criteria that will deem a school a potential candidate for participation are: (1) if early
childhood educators use a therapy dog, or dog used for therapeutic purposes, in their
classroom on a regular basis (i.e., every Friday, or three times each week); and (2) if the
early childhood education teachers agree to participate in the study. If you are interested
in learning more about this study or granting permission to continue the participant
recruitment process, please reply to this email by [Date to be Determined] and complete
the questions below. You do not have to respond to this email if you are not interested in
this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you.
It is important that you do not view this letter as a demand for participation in this study.
It is your decision. Your participation is voluntary and will not have any effect on your
relationship with your school administrators or educators, Walden University, or the
researcher.
Thank you for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, M.A.Ed.
Doctoral Student at Walden University
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Opt-In Questions:
Study: “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development”
I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in
Research Activities, but it is not necessary before I grant permission for the
researcher to continue with the participant recruitment process at my school.
I would like to receive a copy of the Informed Consent for Participation in
Research Activities before I grant permission for the researcher to continue with
the participant recruitment process at my school.
Program Director’s Name:
Program Name:
Program Director’s Telephone(s):
Best day and time to call:
Name of Educator #1 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #1:
Grade Taught:

@

Name of Educator #2 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #2:
Grade Taught:

@

Name of Educator #3 who uses a therapy dog on a regular basis:
Email of Educator #3:
Grade Taught:

@
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Appendix H: Letter of Cooperation for Program Directors of Independent Early
Education Programs
[Community Research Partner Name]
[Contact Information]

[Date]
Dear Michelle Roberts-Schneider,
Based on my review of your research proposal, I give permission for you to conduct the
study entitled “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development” within [School Name]. Individuals’ participation will be
completely voluntary and at their own discretion, and we reserve the right to withdraw
from the study at any time if our circumstances should change.
As part of this study, I authorize you to:
1)

Conduct an in-person session with each participant in a private room within our
school. The session will last approximately one hour. We will provide a minimum of
two chairs and one table, and the researcher will provide a tape recorder for
recording the participant’s responses verbatim. The researcher will also provide a
notepad for reflection purposes and follow-up questions, as needed.

2)

Conduct an observation in the participant’s room that will last no more than one hour
while the therapy animal is present. You will remain in an obscure location within
the classroom and have no intentional communication with the educator, children, or
therapy animal. The observation will entail classroom layout and flow, not
information pertaining to specific children.

3)

Collect children’s art projects or writing activities that reflect on the therapy
animal’s presence, if applicable. You will be permitted to photograph the items
indicated by the classroom teacher, and all items will remain in the possession of the
teacher. At no time will photographs be taken of the educators or the students. This
will be done the final ten minutes of time allotted for observations.

4)

Contact the participant via email throughout the duration of the study for
clarification purposes and for confirming the meaning of data obtained.

5)

Meet with the participant at the conclusion of the study to provide a copy of data
obtained and dissemination of results.

176
6)

Disseminate results, as needed, to effect positive social change for individual
educators and for society in general.

I confirm that I am authorized to approve research in this setting and that this plan
complies with the organization’s policies.
I understand that the data collected will remain entirely confidential and may not be
provided to anyone outside the student’s supervising faculty/staff without permission
from the Walden University IRB.
Sincerely,
Superintendent’s Name (Printed):
Superintendent’s Signature:
Phone Number:
Best Day and Time to Call:

Submission Instructions:
If ink signatures are obtained, the signed letter can be emailed as an attachment to
michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu and irb@waldenu.edu.
If electronic signatures are used, the signed letter MUST be emailed directly to
michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu and irb@waldenu.edu for e-signature
verification.

Walden University policy on electronic signatures: An electronic signature is just as
valid as a written signature as long as both parties have agreed to conduct the transaction
electronically. Electronic signatures are regulated by the Uniform Electronic Transactions
Act. Electronic signatures are only valid when the signer is either (a) the sender of the
email, or (b) copied on the email containing the signed document. Legally an “electronic
signature” can be the person’s typed name, the email address, or any other identifying
marker. Walden University staff verify any electronic signatures that do not originate
from a password-protected source (i.e., an email address officially on file with Walden).
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Appendix I: Letter to Early Childhood Educators of Independent Early Education
Programs
Dear Early Childhood Educator:
I am writing to tell you about a qualitative study I will be conducting on “How educators
use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development.” I
received your name from your program director, [Program Director’s Name], who
confirmed that you use a therapy dog, or a dog used for therapeutic purposes, in your
classroom on a regular basis, which meets the initial criterion to participate in this study.
The purpose of this research study is to gather data that shows how early childhood
educators use a therapy dog in their regular routine, and how they view the animal’s
support on children’s life skills development. This study will potentially answer the
overarching questions: (1) How do early childhood educators successfully integrate
therapy dogs into their program to support young children’s social, emotional, and
behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood educators’ views of the support
provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral development?
Secondary questions to be answered include: (1) How does classroom arrangement
validate educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development? (2) How
do interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how
therapy dogs support children’s development?
If you are interested in learning more about this study with the potential to participate,
which is the second criterion, please reply to this email by [Date to be Determined] and
complete the questions below. You do not have to respond to this email if you are not
interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you.
It is important that you do not view this letter as a demand for participation in this study.
It is your decision. Your participation is voluntary and will not have any effect on your
relationship with your school administrators, Walden University, or the researcher.
Thank you for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, M.A.Ed.
Doctoral Student at Walden University
Opt-In Questions:
Study: “How educators use dogs to support children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development”
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I am interested in learning more about this study. Please contact me using the
following information:
Participant’s Name:
Program Name:
Participant’s Telephone(s):
Best day and time to call:
Participant’s Email:

@
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Appendix J: Letter of Informed Consent for Participants

Walden University
The Richard W. Riley College of Education and Leadership
155 Fifth Avenue S
Minneapolis, MN 55401
Informed Consent for Participation in Research Activities
“How Educators Use Dogs to Support Children’s Social, Emotional, and Behavioral
Development”
Researcher:
Telephone:
Email:

Michelle Roberts-Schneider, Doctoral Student at Walden University
765-238-0695 (Cell)
michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu

Participant:
Contact Information:
You are invited to participate in a research study about how early childhood educators
use a therapy dog in their classroom, and how they view the therapy dog’s support
provided to children during the development of critical life skills. The researcher is
inviting early childhood educators (specifically in pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and
first grade classrooms) who use a therapy dog, or a dog used for therapeutic purposes, in
their classroom to participate in this study. I obtained your name from the principal or
director of your school. This form is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow
you to understand this study before deciding whether to take part.
This study is being conducted by a researcher, Michelle Roberts-Schneider, who is a
doctoral student at Walden University.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to obtain information about how early childhood educators
use a therapy dog in their classroom, and how they view the therapy dog’s support
provided to children during the development of critical life skills the educators’
perceptions on how therapy dogs influence children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:
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a)
b)
c)

participate in an interview to be conducted in a quiet room at your school. It
should last no longer than one hour;
allow the researcher to observe your classroom for approximately one hour,
based on your recommendation, to identify logistics of classroom arrangement,
flow of occupants, and potential for interactions and any hindrances present; and
permit the researcher to collect and photograph children’s classroom art projects
and writing activities that reflect on the therapy animal’s presence. If no art
projects or writing activities have been completed that meet this criteria, then no
photographs will be taken. Additionally, at no time will photographs be taken of
the educators or the students.

A sample of some interview questions include:
Historic data: How long have you been teaching at this school?
Current data: Have you noticed any changes in the children’s individual growth with
social, emotional, and behavioral competencies? If so, please be specific
about what changes you have noticed:
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you
choose to be in the study. No one at your school or at Walden University will treat you
differently if you decide not to be in the study. If you decide to join the study now, you
can still change your mind later. You may withdraw your participation at any time.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Being in this type of study involves minimal risk of the minor discomforts that can be
encountered in daily life, including answering questions in a face-to-face interview while
being audio recorded; allowing the researcher into your classroom to manually record
logistics of the room such as room arrangement and room flow.
There are no direct benefits for your participation in this study. Indirect benefits,
however, include your contribution to the literature base about how educators perceive
the influence of therapy dogs on young children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development. This information could be a catalyst for future research on therapy animals
in the early childhood classroom.
Payment:
Participants will receive no payments for participation in this study. Instead, the therapy
dogs will receive a treat bag as a thank you upon completion of the study, consisting of
edible treats and a dog toy.
Privacy:
Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your
personal information for any purposes outside the research project. Also, the researcher
will use fictitious names and avoid any information that could identify the participants or
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host school in the study reports. The researcher will maintain all data on a removable
storage disk in a locked filing cabinet for a maximum of five years, as required by
Walden University. Upon the anniversary of the fifth year, all data will be destroyed.
Contacts and Questions:
You may ask any questions you have now, or if you have questions later, you may
contact the researcher via 765-238-0695 or michelle.roberts-schneider@waldenu.edu.
Also, if you wish to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you may call Dr.
Leilani Endicott. She is the Walden University representative who can discuss this with
you. You may reach her at 612-312-1210.
Walden University’s IRB approval number for this study is 04-07-16-0349605, and it
expires on April 6, 2017.
The researcher will provide you a copy of this form for your records.
Obtaining Your Consent:
If you feel you understand the study well enough to make a decision about it, please
indicate your consent by signing below:

Participant’s Printed Name
Date of Consent
Participant’s Signature
Researcher’s Signature
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Appendix K: List of Initial Interview Questions for Educators
The primary questions for this study are: (1) How do early childhood educators
successfully integrate therapy dogs into their program to support young children’s social,
emotional, and behavioral development? (2) What are early childhood educators’ views
of the support provided by therapy dogs for children’s social, emotional, and behavioral
development?

The subquestions for this study are: (1) How does classroom arrangement validate
educators’ views of how therapy dogs support children’s development? (2) How do
interactions between children and therapy dogs substantiate educators’ views of how
therapy dogs support children’s development?

Demographics and Background of Knowledge:
1.   What is the highest level of school you have completed and the highest degree
you have obtained?
2.   How long have you been teaching in a public school setting?
3.   How long have you been at this particular school?
4.   How long have you taught this particular grade level?
5.   How did you learn about therapy animals—therapy dogs, specifically?
6.   What was the process for obtaining permission to use a therapy dog in the
classroom?
7.   Is special insurance or waivers required to use a therapy dog in the classroom?
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8.   What made you decide to proceed with the plan to integrate a therapy dog into
your curriculum?
9. Who purchased the therapy dog?
a. If purchased by school personnel, please explain:
i. Who purchased the therapy dog?
ii. What was the cost of the therapy dog?
iii. Where was the therapy dog trained and certified?
iv. Where does the therapy dog go in the evenings, on weekends, and during
school breaks?
b. If obtained from a pound/shelter, please explain:
i. What was the specific process for training the dog as a therapy dog?
ii. What agency did the trainings?
iii. Who helped the dog go through the training?
iv. What was the total cost to certify the dog?
c. If obtained from a therapy dog service, please explain:
i. What was the cost to use the therapy dog?
ii. What arrangements were made for days of usage, times allotted, goals set,
or other special requirements for the dog’s health and safety?
iii. Who provided liability insurance?
iv. Was a therapy dog handler with the dog at all times? If so, how did the
handler interact with the dog and children throughout the day?
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Current Research Data:
1.  

How did you integrate a therapy dog into your curriculum and use it to the
fullest extent?
a.   In what way(s) did you anticipate the therapy dog would advance children’s
social, emotional, and behavioral development? Please be specific:
b.   How did you arrange the curriculum to include a therapy dog?
c.   Since you began using a therapy dog, how many months of the school year,
days per week, and hours per day, has a therapy dog been used in your
classroom?
d.   How did you adjust the manner in which you used the therapy dog upon
witnessing how it did or did not support the children’s holistic development?

2.  

How did you alter the classroom to include a therapy dog? Please be specific:
a.   How did the room arrangement allow for children to explore their
surroundings with the therapy dog, with peers, or in isolation?
b.   How did you adjust the room arrangement to better support children’s
positive experiences within their environment?

3.

What opportunities are afforded children to interact with the therapy dog
throughout the day?
a. How would you explain the types of human-animal experiences that occur,
and how they occur throughout the day?
b. What kinds of bonds, if any, have you observed being forged between
children and the therapy dog? Please explain:
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c.   What have been the reactions from children, regarding the therapy dog
being present in the classroom, the therapy dog in general, and their feelings
toward the therapy dog?
4.

What are your views on the changes you have noticed in children’s individual
social, emotional, and behavioral competencies?
a.   Please specify how you think the therapy dog has supported these changes?
b.   Have you seen a noticeable improvement in children’s life skills?
c.   Have you seen a noticeable decrease in children’s disruptive behaviors?
d.   How do you think a therapy dog could provide greater support to children’s
social, emotional, and behavioral development than one does in your
program? Please be specific:

5.

Specifically, what would you determine to be the positive and/or negative
aspects of using a therapy dog in an early childhood education program?

6.

As we wrap up this interview, is there anything else on which you would like to
elaborate such as stories the children tell, anecdotal comments you’ve heard
from co-workers or children, etc.?

Supplemental questions, to be added as necessary, for clarification purposes of
answers provided by participant:
1.
2.
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Appendix L: Key Words and Concepts

P2

P3

P4

TOTALS

TEACHER APPROACH TO THERAPY DOG USE...
Another Avenue
Another method
Another tool
Depend on (dog)
Need (dog)
Rely on
Natural
Different
Normal
Asset
TEACHING STRATEGIES...
Re-direct
Reinforce
Break down (lesson)
Teach / Taught
Teachable moment
Demonstrate
Reiterate
Show
Focus / Re-focus
Observe (teacher)
Instruction
Building (upon)
Explained
Emphasize
TEACHERS’ PRIOR KNOWLEDGE OF THERAPY DOGS...
Experience (teacher)
Learned (teacher)
DEVELOPMENTAL PLANS...
IEP
Goals
Intervention
Needs (children)
Responsibility
Benefits
CHILDREN’S ACADEMIC SUPPORT...
Lesson
Academics
Learn

P1

KEY WORDS = 168

2
2
6
0
1
0
1
0
0
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0

0
0
0
0
0
1
1
3
1
0

0
0
0
0
0
1
1
4
1
0

2
2
6
0
1
2
3
7
4
1

1
4
4
13
8
1
1
1
2
1
0
4
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
4
0
0
0

0
0
0
6
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
4
1

0
0
0
5
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
4
0

1
4
4
24
8
1
1
1
3
1
5
4
8
1

1
3

0
0

0
0

0
0

1
3

0
0
0
0
3
0

0
0
1
0
2
4

1
7
0
10
4
1

1
7
0
9
3
1

2
14
1
19
12
6

5
0
1

0
1
0

0
0
2

0
0
1

5
1
4
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Motivates
STRATEGY FOR USE OF THERAPY DOG...
Part of curriculum
Part of our day
Afternoon
Stuck him into it
Throw in
Rotate / Rotations
Weave it in
Integrated
Incorporate
Structure
Routine
Scheduled
Not arranged
Flexible
Lesson-oriented
CLASSROOM ARRANGEMENT...
Centers
Down station
Reading
TEACHER’S VIEWS OF THERAPY DOG’S IMPACT ON STAFF...
Neat
Affected
Incredible
Morale (staff)
Stress reliever (staff)
DESCRIPTORS OF THERAPY DOG...
Fun
Treat (dog was)
Great
Cool
New
Familiar
Shocking
Distraction (dog)
Positive
Incentive
Reward
CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT CAN BE...
Stressful (day)
Volatile (classroom)
High stress (classroom)
Chaotic (classroom)
Intense (classroom)
CHILDREN’S SOCIAL SUPPORT...
Social / Social skills
Communication (verbal)
Follow directions
Listening
Words

0

1

0

6

7

0
0
0
0
0
0
1
3
0
0
0
1
2
0
1

1
1
5
1
0
2
0
0
0
2
0
2
0
1
0

0
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
3
0
3
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
3
0
3
0
0
0
0

1
1
5
1
1
2
1
5
6
2
6
3
2
1
1

2
0
7

0
1
14

0
0
7

0
0
0

2
1
28

0
0
0
0
0

0
1
1
1
1

2
0
0
6
0

0
0
0
0
0

2
1
1
7
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
3
0
0

0
0
0
2
0
0
0
2
1
3
1

2
1
1
2
1
1
1
3
4
0
0

2
1
1
2
1
1
1
3
4
0
0

4
2
2
6
2
2
2
8
12
3
1

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
2
1
1

0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
2
1
1

0
0
1
1
1

0
0
0
1
0

1
2
1
3
1

3
3
1
3
1

4
5
3
8
3
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Take turns
Socialize
Talk
Interact / Interactions
See / Saw
Ask
Tell
Say
Watch
Look
Treat others
Get along
React
Hear
Cues
Commands
Signs
Be kind / Kindly
Nice touch
Nicely
Lifelong skills
CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL SUPPORT...
Emotional disabilities
Disabilities
Empathy
Emotions
Calm
Comfortable
Happy
Interested
Fearful
Afraid
Sad
Frustrated
Timid
Scared
Excited
Upset
Obsessed
Surprised
Devastated
Heartbreaking
CHILDREN’S BEHAVIORAL SUPPORT...
Behavior
Violent
Defiant
Ornery
Dramatic
Screaming
Meltdown
Crying

1
0
10
5
0
1
0
0
0
4
17
3
0
0
4
0
1
8
6
5
2

0
0
1
4
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

3
1
8
3
8
15
1
19
1
0
0
0
2
2
0
5
0
0
0
0
2

3
1
9
3
7
17
1
20
1
0
0
0
2
3
0
5
0
0
0
0
2

7
2
28
15
15
33
2
39
2
5
17
3
4
6
4
10
1
8
6
5
6

0
0
5
1
2
0
1
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
2
1
0
0
0
0

2
0
0
1
5
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
4
0
0
0
2

0
2
0
0
1
0
0
2
0
1
0
0
2
0
7
3
1
3
2
0

0
2
0
0
1
3
0
2
0
1
0
0
2
3
6
3
1
3
2
0

2
4
5
2
9
3
1
4
1
2
1
1
4
3
17
11
2
6
4
2

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

3
1
0
0
1
0
7
1

1
0
1
1
0
1
0
1

1
0
1
1
0
1
0
1

5
1
2
2
1
2
7
3
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RESPONSIBILITIES LEARNED BY CARING FOR THERAPY DOG...
Care for
Nurture
Help
Task
Job
CHILDREN’S TASKS FOR CARING FOR THERAPY DOG...
Grooming
Brushing
Dog food
Potty
Dog bowls
Water
Beanbag
CHILDREN AND THERAPY DOG CONNECTIONS...
Experience (kids)
Relationship
Bond
Meaningful
Child-directed
Enjoy
Love
TEACHER VIEWS OF THERAPY DOG’S IMPACT ON STUDENTS...
Vital
Huge difference
Impact
Important
Bright Spot
Extreme
Huge part
Makes a difference
Impossible to explain
Awesome
CHILDREN’S PERSONAL CARE...
Clean / Cleanliness
Germs
THERAPY DOGS HELP CHILDREN TO...
Understand
Think
Recall
Realize
Remember
Decompress
Smile
Laugh

1
0
5
0
0

8
1
0
0
2

4
0
0
1
2

1
0
0
1
2

14
1
5
2
6

1
1
3
3
1
2
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
7

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
3
3
1
2
7

1
0
2
0
1
0
3

1
0
1
1
0
0
6

4
2
4
0
0
0
3

4
2
4
0
0
1
4

10
4
11
1
1
1
16

0
0
0
3
0
0
0
0
0
0

2
1
2
1
1
1
2
1
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
2
2

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
2
2

2
1
2
4
1
1
2
5
4
4

3
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

3
1

6
6
1
0
2
0
0
0

0
1
0
0
0
1
2
1

0
5
0
1
2
0
0
0

0
0
0
1
2
0
0
0

6
12
1
2
6
1
2
1
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Appendix M: Categorical Representation of Key Words and Concepts

P2

P3

P4

Teacher Approach to Therapy Dog Use...
Teaching Strategies...
Teacher’s Prior Knowledge of Therapy Dogs...
Teacher’s Views of Therapy Dog’s Impact on Staff...
Teacher’s Views of Therapy Dog’s Impact on Students...
Descriptors of Therapy Dog...
Developmental Plans...
Classroom Arrangement...
Academic Support...
Social Support...
Emotional Support...
Behavioral Support...
Strategy for Therapy Dog Use...
Responsibilities Learned by Caring for Therapy Dog...
Children’s Tasks for Caring for Therapy Dog...
Children’s Personal Care...
Children and Dog Connections...
Classroom Environment Can Be...
Therapy Dogs Helps Children To...

P1

CATEGORIES = 19

XX
XX
XX

XX

XX
XX
XX

XX
XX
XX

XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX

XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX

XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX

XX
XX
XX

XX

XX

XX

XX

XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
XX
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Appendix N: Emerging Themes
OVERALL EMERGING THEMES = 3

Research Question
Answered

Primary Q1
Sub Q1

P1pplied to...

Categories Included in Each Theme

AN INNOVATIVE TEACHING TOOL
P1
Teacher Approach to Dog Use
P2
Academic Support
P3
Use Strategy for Dog
P4
Classroom Arrangement
Teaching Strategies
Developmental Plans
Teacher Prior Knowledge of Dog

SUPPORTS CHILDREN’S SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, AND BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT
Primary Q2
P1
Social Support
P2
Emotional Support
P3
Descriptors of Dogs
P4
Behavioral Support
Classroom Environment Can Be...

Sub Q2

ENHANCES CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES
P1
Responsibilities Learned for Dog
P2
Child/Dog Connections
P3
Staff Views of Dogs' Impact on Students
P4
Dog Helps Children To...
Specific Tasks for Children with Dog
Personal Care
Staff Views of Dogs' Impact on Staff
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Appendix O: Background of Researcher
I am the owner and program director of a four-home childcare facility in a small
rural town in southeastern Indiana. Each “home” contained within the facility is
independently licensed and contains a specified age group within its confines—
infant/toddler, preschool, pre-kindergarten, and after-school. The pre-kindergarten home
was the first, and currently is the only, NAEYC-Accredited Childcare Home in the
county, and throughout the State of Indiana. The Indiana Chapter of NAEYC (IAEYC)
declared that our program was the third home childcare facility to reach this status
throughout the United States, which is an honor of which I am very proud. Given our
level of quality and professionalism, it is with astute judgment and caution that I
introduce new components to our curriculum; however, through extensive research, I
have adapted new elements to our routine that have greatly impacted the children
enrolled in our program. One of those elements is the use of therapy dogs in the
classroom to support children who lack critical social, emotional, and behavioral acumen.
The total number of children served at the facility is 43, and the total number of
children who have mild social, emotional, and behavioral issues is approximately eight,
ranging in age from three to ten years. One child has had a myriad of diagnoses such as
ADHD, Oppositional Defiant Disorder, Bipolar Disorder, and an attachment disorder,
although the latter was not a psychological diagnosis. This child also previously suffered
from aggressive affection, which calmed down when she began taking bipolar
medication, and she has dyslexia that makes reading difficult when trying to do
homework after school. The remaining children with psychological diagnoses struggle
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with ADD and ADHD, respectively. Considering one fifth of our total number of
children have dealt with exclusion, ridicule, or being bullied from a variety of
populations at school and on the bus, it was critical that we used resources effectively and
efficiently to help those we serve.
Approximately one year ago, after gathering a substantial amount of data on the
manner in which therapy dogs are used with school-aged children, we adopted and
introduced a shelter dog, Miss Patti, into the after-school program and began our own
action research. Our goal was to implement a strategy to help school-aged children curb
their negative behaviors due to their inability to make and keep friendships, to understand
social cues, and to acknowledge and control their own emotions. Based on past studies,
we discovered that beagles were child-friendly animals with extremely calm
temperaments. We had Patti’s DNA tested, and it was confirmed that our resident dog
was a female beagle mix, weighing 35 pounds, and approximately eight years of age.
Based on this knowledge, we made the plan to introduce Patti to the children and their
families. Due to her age and size, Patti was adored almost instantaneously by the
children.
On a regular basis, when Patti would not be outdoors with the children, they
would ask where she was and when she would be permitted to come outdoors. On a few
occasions children would ask if I would permit them into my office to pet her while she
was indoors. Of course, the response depended on whether Patti was eating or sleeping,
but, more often than not, permission would typically be granted and the children were
elated.
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Patti’s new home has been in my office since her rescue, and her time spent with
the children has remained limited. We do not wish for the novelty effect to wear off and
pin Patti as an ineffective resource, so we continue to forge ahead with the routine we
have begun. If more research were available, regarding therapy dogs as a support for
young children’s development, we would be able to discern whether Patti could or should
remain with the children for longer periods of time and retain her effectiveness on their
life-skill building, or simply to continue with limited periods of bonding as has been the
routine.
In June 2015, we adopted a second dog, Miss Helen, which is a female basset
hound mix, weighing approximately 75 pounds, and approximately eight years of age.
She is evenly tempered, she basks in the glory of attention the children show her, and she
barks when the children have turned their attention away from her toward other things.
Because the children know Miss Helen’s cues for desiring attention, they are sure to give
her lots of hugs when she shares the outdoor space with them. She is a bigger girl and
moves slowly and steadily, thus she is an easy target for the children to grab and love
during any activity.
In early 2015, I contacted Yale’s School of the 21st Century, which had developed
a program to connect children in elementary and middle schools with pound dogs. The
school equipped our facility with their Humane Education Program, the Mutt-i-grees
Curriculum, that can adapt to any program’s needs. With the purchase of two programs—
one specifically for preschool through Grade 3 children, and the other for children in
Grades 4 through 8—we received a stuffed dog, two curriculum binders, and written

195
procedures to reap the greatest benefits with the children. After several weeks of
implementation with Patti, and then later with Helen, we noticed drastic changes in the
behavior of the children who most often displayed disruptive actions. Even more
appealing was the change in almost every child’s behavior, regardless if they were
typically developing or diagnosed with a social, emotional, or behavioral disorder.
My teachers and I observed that, if a child was already in a calm state, he or she
would initially be drawn to the animals to give a hug or an affectionate pat on the head,
and then the child would return to his or her friends for quality play. Conversely, if a
child was initially in a rambunctious mood or acting in an unkind manner to his or her
classmates in any way, we often observed the child physically and emotionally calming
down in the presence of the dogs. On more than a few occasions we witnessed highenergy children spontaneously wrapping their arms around Miss Helen’s neck, while
laying down their heads on her back. This display of affection is a sign of emotion that
embraces love and care for another living creature, and it is one that shows signs of hope
for children who do not typically display these characteristics.
Because we are committed to providing the best early education and care for the
children in our program with the use of therapy dogs, it is imperative that we have
research-based data to direct our agenda. Specifically, it would benefit us to know more
about how therapy dogs are used in specific classrooms and with what population of
children, what the goals and outcomes are for the selected dogs, and if there are other bits
of data that would ameliorate the concerns we have. Although I am a program director
who plans the usage of a therapy dog in the classroom for a determined time period each
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week, I do not claim to know everything about therapy dogs. As a matter of fact, the use
of a therapy dog in the classroom is a relatively new concept for our program, thus being
able to locate research-driven data and having the knowledge to properly implement
therapy dogs in an effective and appropriate manner is the key to providing the care and
education every child deserves.
This is the premise for my desire to study how early childhood educators perceive
a therapy dog’s support for children as they develop social, emotional, and behavioral
skills. What I wish to gain from this study is in-depth knowledge about educators’ belief
systems on the support offered to children by therapy dogs and how I could tweak our
current program to make it exceptional for all—children, staff, families, and, of course,
the therapy dogs.
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Appendix P: Children’s Classroom Artifacts
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